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SUMMARY  
 
This study aims at providing upcoming and aspiring prose narrative narrators with information 
and skills of creating meaningful characters who would be able to convey the messages intended 
by the prose narrator or story teller. 
 
The discussion is centred on well-known folktale characters, techniques of creating 
characters used by narrators, the different kinds of characters found in folktales, 
the introduction of characters into the course of action, the roles of characters, the 
attributes of characters and their significance and characters with or without 
supernatural powers, nameless and faceless characters in folktales. 
 
Examples from existing folktales have been used to assist aspiring narrators in realizing the need 
to have skills and relevant information on how to create meaningful characters. Summaries of 
certain folktales have been provided for reference purposes. 
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 CHAPTER 1 
 
1.1 Introduction 
 
The lack of interest in prose narratives by most people, especially in urban areas where many 
people are mostly working, raises a question as to how do they (people or communities) go about 
dealing with the question of the morals and values which are embedded in them when bringing 
up their children. Because of this, few people can still narrate and mould the available prose 
narratives to teach, discipline, entertain and judge (through them). 
 
Characterization in Xitsonga prose narratives remains a problem if one expects new generations 
to be able to create characters that will be able to convey the message intended to educate and 
instil morals to their audience or readers. 
 
In a way of preserving prose narratives, different scholars such as Finnegan (1990),Canonici 
(1996), Msimang (1986), Mathumba (1988), Mathumba (1979) and Marivate (1973) have done 
an excellent job on addressing certain issues regarding prose narratives. Mathumba (1979) for 
example, has concentrated on the form and content of the proverb in Tsonga, and his other work 
has dealt with some aspects of the Tsonga proverbs (Mathumba 1988). Marivate (1973) has 
concentrated on the Tsonga folktales, form, content and delivery. Canonici (1996) and Msimang 
(1986) have done characterization in prose narratives but nothing has been done in Xitsonga 
prose narratives as far as characterization is concerned. 
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 Therefore, the preservation of these prose narratives and the narration thereof, being able to 
create meaningful characters through characterization, present a problem to be looked at in this 
study. 
 
1.2 Problem Statement 
Traditionally, elderly people used prose narratives for purposes of entertainment or to correct 
behavioural problems. This was done orally, with the families gathering around fire in the 
evenings. This culture of prose narratives has since become rare if not stopped or dead because 
of westernasation and urbanasation. Furthermore, there appears to be a lack of skills amongst 
people of creating characters who would be able to convey the messages intended by the 
storyteller or the prose narrator. It is for these reasons that we think people should be provided 
with skills and information that would help them create meaningful characters to use/apply in 
prose narratives. 
 
1.3 Aim and Justification of Study 
The available literature on the issue of characterization in these prose narratives: folktales, myths 
and legends, do not necessarily provide enough information for an aspiring Xitsonga narrator to 
deal with them. Msimang (1986) for example, has directed his research on characterization in the 
Zulu folktales and the influence of this on the Zulu novel. Canonici (1996) is also dealing with 
characterization based on the Zulu Oral traditions. It is therefore the purposes of this study to 
address characterization in Xitsonga prose narratives, namely folktales, myths and legends. 
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 1.4 Methodological Orientation and Research Method 
Canonici (1996), Msimang (1986), Propp (1968), Dorson (1972), Finnegan (1992) and Finnegan 
(1970) will form part of this work’s theoretical framework. For the practical part, that is to 
indicate characterization in Xitsonga prose narratives, we will use recorded prose narratives. 
 
1.5 Proposed Structure of Study 
The first chapter serves as an introduction of this research project in which the purpose of this 
research project, the definition of the key concepts and literature review will be discussed. 
 
Chapter two deals with a brief discussion of the way this research project will be handled as well 
as the short summaries of prose narratives, which are to serve as examples to support the views 
to be put forward as far as characterization in Xitsonga prose narratives is concerned. 
 
The third chapter entails a discussion of characters in Xitsonga prose narratives (well-known 
prose narratives characters, techniques of creating characters used by the narrators, the different 
types of characters found in prose narratives, and the methods of portraying round characters). 
 
Chapter four discusses the different kinds of characters in a prose narrative (introduction of 
characters into the course of action, the role of characters, the attributes of characters and their 
significance); characters with supernatural powers in Xitsonga folktales; nameless and faceless 
characters in Xitsonga folktales; characters in Xitsonga folktales, characters in Xitsonga myths 
and characters in Xitsonga legends. 
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 The last chapter serves as the conclusion of this research project and recommendation for future 
research. 
 
1.6 Literature Review 
Different scholars have worked on different topics pertaining to Prose Narratives in the different 
languages and communities. The following are some of the works dealing with prose narratives 
or aspects of prose narratives. 
 
Finnegan (1970) has concentrated on the problems surrounding the nature and the role of prose 
narratives in which the Historical-geographical school (which tried to construct the history of a 
complex folktale, or occasionally a folksong or other folklore item) and the Structural-functional 
approach have been successfully applied. Another issue addressed by Finnegan is the content and 
plot; main characters in the different types of tales, myths, legends and historical narratives; the 
oral nature of prose narratives has received thorough attention. Finnegan (1992) has contributed 
largely on how to conduct a research project in the field of Oral traditions and Verbal arts by 
providing a guide to research practices. 
 
Canonici (1996) has worked on the oral composition and performance of the Zulu proverbs and 
folktales as well as the identification and description of the types of oral narratives presented in 
the Zulu cultural bank, namely the myths, legends and folktales. In this study we also find the 
analysis of compositional patterns of the Zulu oral narratives. Canonici also looked at the 
folktale as a narrative fiction where the differences between the modern written forms (novel and 
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 short story) and the oral tradition form (folktale) based on the methods of composition, 
characters and setting are addressed. 
 
Mathumba (1979) has looked at the form and content of the proverb in Tsonga and his other 
work (Mathumba, 1988) has concentrated on some aspects of the Tsonga proverb. Both these 
studies have not dealt with characterization in Xitsonga prose narrative, hence the conception of 
this study. 
 
Marivate (1973) concentrated on the Tsonga folktales, form, content and delivery. His work does 
not cover characterization in Xitsonga prose narratives, an aspect this study wants to look at. 
 
Msimang (1986) has done characterization in prose narratives (folktales, myths and legends) on 
his study dealing with the folktale influence on the Zulu novel. This work serves as a great 
contribution to characterization especially in the study of Zulu prose narratives. Most issues 
covered in this study can assist all people aspiring to be future narrators regardless of their 
ethnicity. 
 
Dundes (1965) and other scholars who have contributed in his work “The Study of folklore” 
have concentrated on the provision of the meaning of the term folklore, the search for origins, 
form in folklore, the transmission of folklore, the functions of folklore and the selected studies of 
folklore, without touching on the characterization in prose narratives. 
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 Dorson (1972) and the other scholars, such as Linda De'gh who have contributed in the work 
“Folklore and Folklife-An introduction” have concentrated on the oral folklore (folk narrative, 
narrative folk poetry, folk epic, proverbs and proverbial expressions, riddles and folk speech), 
social folk custom, material culture, folk arts, the methods of folk life study. This work does not 
cover characterization in Xitsonga prose narratives. 
 
Kganyago (2000) has worked on the structure and style of Setswana folktales. Although this 
study has something to do with the folktales, it has nothing to do with characterization in 
Xitsonga prose narratives. 
 
Monyai (1996) has concentrated on the form, content and style in the volume of essays titled 
“Letlhaku le Legologolo” by P. Lesenyane’. This study can be of great importance for somebody 
who is interested in structuralism, stylistics and syntax. For somebody who is interested in 
characterization, it can be of little benefit because as known, essays do not have characters. 
 
This study will therefore make a huge contribution to literature by providing guidance to aspiring 
narrators or storytellers to be able to create characters, which will be able to convey the relevant 
messages to their readers, listeners/audience. The contributions made by the other scholars are of 
great importance considering the fact that there are great relations in the portrayal of characters 
found in the African prose narratives as well as the form, content, style, plot and theme. 
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 1.7 Characterisation 
Characterization can be defined as describing the character of a person or thing. Msimang in 
Canonici (1996: 172) describes the art of characterization"…as the techniques employed to 
portray characters as lifelike individuals endowed with physical, moral, emotional and 
dispositional qualities. "The imaginary characters must be steeped in life and reality and must be 
true to the world in which the artist has created and placed them. 
 
Canonici (1996:172) maintains that the artist “must know and deeply understand human nature, 
so that the fictitious characters may appear plausible, alive and capable of representing real 
human beings with their good qualities and their faults." 
 
Characterization is necessary in order to convey the theme and move the plot of the story as both 
are made possible through characters. 
 
This study will align itself with the above-mentioned definition of Msimang as it will be dealing 
with the problem addressed by this project. 
 
1.8 Prose Narratives 
The term prose narratives, is regarded as a comprehensive term for all types of traditional 
narrative stories. The prose narratives to be considered in this study are folktales, myths and 
legends only. 
 
 
 7
 1.9 Folktale
According to Bascom in Canonici (1996: 88), "Folktales are prose narratives which are regarded 
as fiction. They are not regarded as dogma or history, they may or may not have happened, and 
they are not to be taken seriously." According to Bascom's description of folktales both 
characters and events are regarded as fictitious, therefore they are not considered to be true. The 
character types are limited, and personification of good and evil, or heroes and villains is 
normally encountered. He further singles out human tales and animal tales, using the characters 
occurring in the tales as a criterion. 
 
Bascom's sub-types of folktales include "… human tales, formulistic tales, and moral tales or 
fables," (Bascom in Msimang, 1986:26). 
 
According to Linda De'gh in Dorson (1972:60)" The folktale embodies the highly polished, 
artistic story genres that have a relatively consistent, finished form. Their origin, goals and 
themes, on the other hand are diverse. 
 
In this study, only animal tales, human tales, animals with human’s characteristics and tricksters 
are to be used as folktales illustrations of characterization. Bascom's definition of folktales will 
be taken into serious consideration. 
 
1.10 Myths 
According to Bascom in Finnegan (1970: 361)" Myths are prose narratives which, in the society 
in which they are told are considered to be truthful accounts of what happened in the remote 
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 past". Bascom further mentions that " these narratives’ main characters are among other things 
animals, deities, or culture heroes, whose actions are set in an earlier world, when the earth was 
different from what it is today, or in another world such as the sky or underworld, " (Finnegan 
1970: 361). 
 
According to Finnegan (1970: 328) myths are "narratives, believed in some sense or other to be 
true, and concerned with the origins of things or the activities of deities." 
 
Myths can also be defined as tales about say the origin of death or stories explaining the origin of 
various animal characteristics and so on. 
 
According to Canonici (1996:79-80) myths can be divided into the following, often overlapping 
categories: 
A. A priori myths, which simply state facts and beliefs, without attempting any explanation. 
B. A posteriori myths (or consequence myths), which attempt an explanation, through a story, as 
to why things are as they appear to be. This kind of mythological narrative is sometimes 
called ‘etiological’ because it attempts to explain the origins or laws and customs. 
C. Myths in a narrow sense, which deal with religious beliefs and practices. 
D. Myths in a broader sense, which deal with etiology, the origin of things, customs, religious 
and other practices, animal observations and natural phenomena. These do not always present 
supernatural beings. 
In this study I will align myself with the definitions of both Finnegan (1970) and Canonici 
(1996). 
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1.11 Legend 
Canonici (1996: 85) says that a legend "…is a fantastic narrative of oral origin based on 
historical characters or events that lend it credibility. It amplifies these historical elements 
through the fanciful intervention of supernatural or praeternatural beings, also adding folkloristic 
motifs." 
 
Bascom in Canonici (1996: 85) defines legends as "….prose narratives which like myths, are 
regarded as true by the narrator and his audience, but they are set in a period considered less 
remote, when the world was much as it is today." These narratives are usually about migrations, 
wars and victories, deeds of past heroes, chiefs and kings. 
 
Linda De'gh in Dorson (1972: 76) distinguishes four tentative categories of legends, which are 
the following: 
1. Etiological and Eschatological legends which include explanatory stories about the creation 
of the world, the origin of things, striking natural phenomena, unusual geological formations, 
and the nature of plants and animals closely observed by main in his small universe. 
 
2. Historical legends and legends of History of Civilization which include stories about national 
and social heroes, and stories about events that affected the life of local communities, such as 
enemy attack, cruel lords, or the Black Plague, the origin of prehistoric ruins and mounds. 
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 3. Supernatural Beings and Forces or Mythical legends which are concerned with supernatural 
beings, persons with supernatural knowledge and power , ancestors and revenants , white and 
black magic and the protection and destruction of family and property. 
 
4. Religious Legends or Myths of Gods and Heroes in which we find that Pre-Christian beliefs 
infiltrated the stories about saints, martyrs, and miracles stimulated by the early Christian 
church. 
 
 In this study we will align ourselves with the definitions provided by both Bascom and Canonici 
(1996). 
 
1.12 Function 
Propp (1968: 21) states that "Function is understood as an act of a character, defined from the 
point of view of its significance for the course of action. "He further mentions that functions 
constitute the basic elements of the tale, those elements upon which the course of the action is 
built. This concept will be used in this study in relation to the given definition. 
 
1.13 Notification 
This is encountered in the intervals between the most varied functions. Dialogue can be another 
way of notification. In order to hand over his magical gift, the donor must learn what has taken 
place before hand. This can be done through dialogue. On one hand this may take place through 
direct announcement, an overheard conversation, sound signals, complaints, slanders and others 
before beginning to act, then on the other hand personages (characters) often fulfil their function 
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 because they see something (Propp 1968). This concept will be used in this study in relation to 
the provided explanation.  
 
1.14 Motivation 
According to Propp (1968:75), motivation means both the reasons and aims of personages 
(characters), which cause them to commit various acts. The majority of characters' acts in the 
middle of a tale are naturally motivated by the course of the action, and only villainy, as the first 
basic function of the tale, requires a certain supplementary motivation. This concept will be used 
in relation to the given definition in this study.  
 
1.15 Conclusion 
We hope the information provided above will serve as a basis for the better understanding of 
what this research project is all about. The definitions of key concepts provided here will assist 
readers in realising that the main issue is the context in which they have been used in this study. 
There can be other definitions provided by other scholars and such definitions may not be 
suitable for this study. 
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 CHAPTER TWO  
 
A BRIEF DISCUSSION OF THE RESEARCH PROCESS AND SUMMARIES OF PROSE 
NARRATIVES USED IN THIS PROJECT 
 
2.1 Introduction 
This study will deal with the different types and kinds of characters found in prose narratives, 
how these characters are introduced in the course of action, their role, attributes and significance 
in the story. Other issues to be looked at are the well-known characters in prose narratives, 
techniques used by narrators to create characters (the direct and indirect methods), as well as the 
methods of portraying round characters in Xitsonga prose narratives. 
 
The views of scholars such as Msimang (1986), Canonici (1996), Propp (1968) and Finnegan 
(1970) will be taken into consideration.  
 
Summaries of the prose narratives used as examples in this study will be provided as well as 
their original texts written in Xitsonga by different authors. 
 
2.2 Summaries 
Nghala ni kondlo (Swihungwa-hungwana swa vana. P14) 
 
One day the rat found the tired lion sleeping under a shade of a tree. The rat then climbed on top 
of the lion in order to properly inspect this terrifying creature. The lion suddenly woke up by the 
tickling movements of the rat over its body. 
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 Out of anger, the lion threatened to kill the rat. The rat humbled itself and pleaded for its life and 
promised to help the lion one day. The lion just laughed at what the rat said. He then forgave the 
terrified rat and let it go. 
 
After some few days, the lion was hunting when a snare trap accidentally trapped him. He could 
not free himself. He started roaring very loud and the rat heard his loud roar. He went to check 
what was happening. As he got closer, he realized that the lion was in trouble. The rat told the 
lion to calm down and promised to help. The lion was tired, so he just watched the rat doing its 
job. The rat cut off the strings with its sharp teeth. The lion was freed at last. He was amazed 
because a very tiny thing freed him. 
 
Phungubye yi dlaya nyimpfu, yona yi dlayiwa hi Gumba (Swihungwa-hungwana swa vana. P56) 
 
One day the Black - backed jackal killed a sheep in the presence of its lamb. The lamb then ran 
to inform its mother of the tragedy. As the lamb was relating the incident, the king of the birds, 
the white stork, was on a nearby tree, over-hearing what the two were talking about. He then 
went to the sheep and the lamb and told them not to fear anything, but to stay at home until he 
comes back to give them a feedback about their enemy. He then flew away and immediately 
called all the other birds to come to an urgent meeting. He instructed them on what to do. They 
were supposed to invite the black-backed jackal to dance with their Queen. As the King and the 
Queen demonstrate to the Black - backed jackal the type of dance he and the Queen are supposed 
to dance, the other birds will have to dance in two's whilst clapping their wings and hiding their 
heads. The black backed jackal will be watching. On the second demonstration, they will have to 
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 reveal their heads. The Black-back jackal was pleased with the dance invitation. He broke the 
news to his wife who was not pleased at all. She feared that her husband won't know how to 
dance as a result the birds would laugh at him. The husband refuted the statement and went to the 
dance ceremony. As they were dancing, the birds did as they were told. The jackal then decided 
to go home to ask his wife to chop off his head with an axe so that he can go to the dance and 
that after the dance, the Queen will in deed stick it back. A bird had been assigned to follow him 
home in order to make sure that he is dead in deed. After the jackal's head had been chopped off, 
the bird flew back to give a full account of what had happened. The birds were delighted by the 
news, and immediately sent the good news to the sheep, which was also delighted. 
 
Nsati wa Muhloti un'wana a ponisiwa hi Mpfundla (Swihungwa-hungwana swa vana. P69) 
 
A certain hunter was used to hunting with snare traps and he would eat the meat with his wife. 
One day he went to a big forest full of animals. The lion ruled this forest. He asked for 
permission from the lion to build his home in the forest so that he can hunt effectively in the 
forest. King lion was very pleased. He therefore agreed depending on a contract that as he will be 
hunting in the lion's territory, he will have to take care of the lion. Whenever he catches an 
animal, he will give a leg to the lion. This went on for a long time with the man bribing the lion 
every time he catches an animal. 
 
One day this man went on a trip, and his wife went to check on the snare traps. This woman's 
eyes got sore. When she finally managed to go and check on the snare traps, she was accidentally 
trapped by one of the snare traps, because she could not see properly. She stayed there as she 
 15
 could not free herself. The lion was also expecting his share, but nothing came by. He became 
very hungry. He then went to the hunter. As he was walking through the forest, he found the 
hunter's wife trapped by the snare trap. He was very pleased. When the hunter arrived at his 
home, back from the trip, his children told him that their mother has since left to check on the 
snare traps but has never came back. He followed on her footsteps until he found her trapped 
with the lion waiting for his share. 
 
The lion then told the man to hurry up and give him his share because he was hungry. The man 
tried to convince the lion that it was not an animal, but his wife who was trapped, meaning that 
the agreement cannot be applied. The lion would not understand. At that instant, came the hare 
that asked what was going on. The man related the incident. The hare then told the man not to 
worry because he would give him the medicine which would make his wife’s leg to grow again 
should it be cut. He told the lion that he was going to send the woman to go and fetch the 
medicine called " U nga ha vuyi"(Don't come back). The woman went to fetch the medicine. 
Later the hare told the man to go and fetch the same medicine because the woman was not 
coming back. 
 
The lion got tired of waiting and started accusing the hare of cheating on him. Out of anger he 
chased the hare wanting to eat him. As they approached the home of the man, they realized that 
the man and his wife were now armed. They then shot at the lion with their bows and arrows. He 
died on the spot. 
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 Mivala ya Mhisi ni ya Yinghwe yi huma kwihi xana? (Vulombe bya Mintsheketo. P3) 
 
This myth is about what has made the hyena (Mhisi) and the leopard (Yinghwe) to have the spots 
they have today. It is said that one day the veld suddenly went on fire at a certain far away 
village. Until today, nobody knows who started the fire. As the veld was on fire, all animals and 
birds were running away for safety. The large land tortoise (mfutsu) tried to run away from the 
fire, but failed because it was sometimes trapped by some species of creepers (mitiyi), had to roll 
again and again at the rivers until it fell back, hurting itself all over its body. Whilst faced with 
this trauma, a hyena came running. The tortoise was pleased, thinking that it will get assistance. 
When the tortoise asked for help, the hyena got rude and ran away. The leopard came. He offered 
assistance by picking up the tortoise and put it on a very tall tree and ran away. The fire reached 
the tortoise and burnt its hard shell. 
 
When the fire had died out, the leopard came back to take the tortoise down to the ground and 
leave. The tortoise then told the leopard to wait a bit so that he can draw some spots on his body 
as a reward for his good act. He drew beautiful spots on the leopard and told him to go and lie on 
the side of the footpath. The people who saw him lying there gave him the name " 
yinghwe"(leopard). 
 
One day the hyena was walking around. He went past the leopard lying on the side of the 
footpath. He enquired about the beautiful spots. The leopard told him how he got them. The 
hyena went to the tortoise and told him about the leopard's spots and how he admired them. The 
tortoise then drew horrible spots on the hyena and told him to go and lie on the side of the 
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 footpath. When people saw him, they gave him the name "mhisi"(hyena) because of his ugly 
spots. From that time both these animals have been called by these respective names because of 
their spots. 
 
Mbhongolo ni saka ra munyu (Swihungwa-hungwana swa vana. P37) 
 
This folktale is about a certain man who had bought a bag of salt (munyu) and put it on the back 
of his donkey to carry it home. When they were crossing the river, the donkey accidentally 
tripped and fell into the water. It was hard for the donkey to get up because the bag was heavy as 
it was soaked with water. The man helped the donkey to get out of the water. The bag was now 
lighter because most of the salt had melted. 
 
The donkey was then pleased and thought that when a person is carrying a heavy load and throw 
it into the water it will be lighter. The following day its owner took it to carry bran 
(vudyangwana). The donkey then thought of the bag of salt and decided to do the same with the 
bag of bran. It then purposely tripped itself in the water and the bag was too heavy. It could not 
get out of the water. Its owner hit it very hard so that it can get out of the water. It never got out. 
At long last the donkey regained its strength and got out of the water. The owner was very cross. 
The bag was now heavier than before. When the donkey finally arrived at home, it regretted its 
stupid action. 
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 Marima-kule (Mintsheketo. P1) 
 
This folktale is about a man and his wife who had two daughters. The elder daughter got ill. She 
could not accompany her parents and her younger sister to the fields, which were very far. They 
could not stay away from the fields even for a single day because of the birds, which bothered 
them. The younger daughter used to come back home earlier to prepare food for her ill sister and 
for her parents to eat when they come back from the fields. She would carry some of the harvests 
such as maize, watermelons, beans, etc. Seeing that the large conical basket (Xirhundzu) she 
used to carry these harvests with, was too heavy for her to take it off her head when she arrives at 
home, she would ask her sister to come out of her hut to assist her. She used to call her so that 
she can come out of her hut. 
 
One day, as she was calling her, she heard strange voices from her sister's hut, responding to her 
call. She then threw away the basket and ran back to the fields to inform her parents of what had 
happened. They all rushed home only to find that the ogres have killed the girl. Only the head 
was left. Her father then decided to avenge her death. He took some honey and mixed it with 
some medicine. He knew the cave in which they used to hide themselves as well as the river in 
which they used to go for a swim. He climbed on a tree under which they used to lay and rest 
when it was hot. Thereafter they came and lay under the tree. Then he dripped the medicine 
mixture. The ogres licked the mixture and they all died, except for one, which was clever than 
the others. He then devised some plan to get rid of it. This time he went to the shop to buy 
different pieces of material (minceka) such as calico (rigidawa) blue cotton cloth (palu), red cloth 
with designs (njeti), etc. and applied his medicine mixture on them. He spread them on the broad 
 19
 cattle track the ogres used when going to the river to swim. When the ogre saw them, she jumped 
over them, trying to avoid touching them. She then came to this one that she loved, a blue cotton 
cloth. She picked it up and put it on her shoulders. She started dancing while singing. She got 
tired and decided to sit under a tree to rest. She went asleep and died. The man was pleased 
because he was able to avenge the death of his daughter. The community prepared a big feast to 
thank the man for getting rid of the ogres, which were terrorizing them. 
 
Keketsu (Mintsheketo. P9) 
 
This folktale is about a certain village in which there was poverty. An old woman who was a 
witch terrorized its community. She used to kill the people and eat them everyday. The people 
did not have means of killing this witch. She could smell danger from afar. She had only one 
tooth with which she used to cut down trees on which her victims were climbing when running 
away from her. She had a very long nail on her right hand thumb. She used this to slit the throats 
of her victims and suck their blood. She had a very big swollen knee on her right leg. She had a 
great speed like an Ostrich. She was too old. 
 
At a nearby village there lived a boy who was a hunter. He had twelve dogs. Out of these dogs, 
he had two dogs, namely, Tingatinga and Tingarili. They were his most trustworthy dogs. They 
were huge and scary. Nobody dared to come close to his hut in their presence. 
 
One day he took the other ten dogs as he went hunting. They came across a duiker. His dogs ran 
after it. As they were chasing the duiker, they came across this old woman. A fight ensued 
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 between the old woman and the dogs. All the dogs died as they tried biting this old woman. On 
seeing this, the boy climbed on a nearby tree. When the old woman saw him, she went straight to 
the tree and started hitting it with the animal hide (tsheka) she was wearing on her waist. The tree 
started shaking, but the boy did not fall. She then started cutting the tree with her tooth while 
singing. As the tree was about to fall, the boy jumped to the next tree. She kept on following 
him. This went on and on. There was only one tree left.  
 
The old woman took a break and came back to finish her job. The boy then decided to call on his 
remaining two dogs, Tingatinga and Tingarili. He shouted their names until his voice started to 
fade. At long last the dogs got his scent and followed whilst running as fast as they could. The 
boy's mother was surprised by their sudden actions. She got scared as she sensed that something 
might have happened to her son. They ran until they found him. They fought with the old 
woman. She tried to use the tricks she applied when killing the other dogs. She was unsuccessful. 
They killed her despite all her tricks. 
 
He then descended from the tree and cut a flexible rod and beat the 'dead' dogs and told them to 
wake up. They all woke up as if they were just sleeping. He then extracted the old woman's tooth 
and ripped through the swollen knee. There came out very fat cattle with a white one amongst 
them. He then drove the cattle home. He related everything that has happened to his parents.  His 
parents related what his dogs were doing before leaving home to go and rescue him. They were 
all pleased to see him alive. 
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 Ndichi ya Madambi (Mintsheketo. P16) 
 
This folktale is about N'warihati who invited her friends to go to the river to swim. Among her 
friends were Khadlanyi and Makhegu. N'warihati took along a pottery washbasin (sambelo). In it 
she had put what she wanted to go and wash. Firstly, they did their washing. Thereafter, they 
started swimming and diving into the deep water. As they were playing, Khadlanyi accidentally 
kicked the basin. It fell into the deep pool in the river. As the water was flowing, the basin started 
moving. When N'warihati saw this, she decided to follow it. It was now late in the afternoon.  
 
As she tried to catch it, the basin would disappear and reappear at a further distance. She 
followed the basin, trying to catch it. She came across some boys who were fishing. She sang 
trying to find out whether they have seen her basin. They told her that they have not seen it. She 
went on. She found women drawing water. She again sang. They told her that they have not seen 
the basin. She went on, she found men who were fishing. They also told her that they have not 
seen the basin. She went on. She found an old woman swimming, the sun was now setting .She 
sang as usual. The old woman asked her to come and rub and wash her shoulders and back. She 
did as asked. The old woman complained, saying that N'warihati was hurting her. When 
N'warihati wanted to know how she must do it, the old woman told her to lick with her tongue. 
She licked her and spat the dirt. The old woman told her to lick and swallow the dirt. The old 
woman was grateful and told herself that the girl was kind and she deserved to be rewarded with 
a great thing if she can follow her instructions. 
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 When she had finished dressing up, she asked the girl to accompany her to her home. She told 
her to follow her instructions carefully and warned her that the instructions are very difficult to 
follow. N'warihati passed all the tests by carefully following the instructions. She was then given 
different types of beads, lots of pieces of material, beautiful goats, a white cow and its calf, and a 
beautiful baby. Again she was given instructions to follow so that she can reach her home safely.  
 
When she arrived home all people were happy for her except for Makhegu who was cruel and 
short tempered. Her other friends did not like her. The only friend who went along well with her 
was N'warihati. One day Makhegu told N'warihati  that she would love to go to the old woman 
who gave N'warihati  the gifts , stating that what N'warihati was telling her, did not satisfy her 
curiosity. 
 
One day when the girls were at the river, she purposely kicked her pottery washbasin. She went 
through the same process until she reached the old woman like N'warihati. She could not follow 
the old woman's instructions. The old woman then decided to fix her up. Makhegu got into 
trouble such that she was rewarded with dogs, five stones and three bones. She was given 
instructions, which would help her reach home. When she reached home, her mother could not 
recognize her. Her arm was just a stump. Her mother nursed her and reprimanded her of her 
stupid action. 
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 Vhimba-mukhwama (Mintsheketo. P31) 
 
This folktale is about certain girls who invited each other to go and pick up some sour plum 
fruits (tintsengele). Amongst these girls there was one that was very young. Her name was 
Matilayi. The others did not like going with her but she insisted. 
 
They then made a plan to fix her up. They made an agreement to pick only the raw fruits and that 
no one should pick the ripe fruits. Behind Matilayi's back they changed the agreement and 
decided to pick the ripe fruits. Matilayi was not aware of the new agreement. When it was time 
to go home they gathered and showed each other what they have picked. They all laughed at 
Matilayi for picking the raw fruits. She was then instructed to go and pick the ripe fruits and they 
promised to wait for her. 
 
She then ran back into the bush to pick the ripe fruits. The others decided to go back home 
leaving her behind. After filling up the small flat basket (Xithabana) with fruits, she went back to 
where she had left the other girls. They were no longer there. 
 
On her way back home she met the cannibal, Vhimba- Mukhwama. He put her inside his bag and 
told her that he wants to turn her into a minstrel (Xilombe). He threatened her, saying that if she 
does not sing, he would kill her. Fearing for her life, Matilayi sang. The cannibal was very 
pleased. He then went to different homes. He was rewarded with traditional beer for the sweet 
music. He ended up at Matilayi's home. Her voice was already faint because she was hungry and 
thirsty. Her mother recognized her voice. They then made a plan to fix the cannibal. They gave 
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 him lots of traditional beer to drink. As he was busy drinking, Matilayi's mother removed her 
from the bag and loaded his bag with bees, scorpions, spiders, centipedes, army, ants, wasps etc 
and took it back to where its owner had left it. 
 
When he was drunk, he fell asleep. By the time he woke up, the sun was already setting. He then 
took his bag and went straight to his home. 
 
At home he proudly told his wife that he has brought a minstrel. He tried to make it sing, but 
there was no sound. He concluded that the minstrel had died of hunger. He instructed his wife to 
wash the earthenware pot (mbita) and bring it to his hut and that he does not want anybody inside 
his hut. After washing the pot and taking it to his hut, the wife told her husband that the pot was 
ready. The cannibal then took his bag into his hut and locked himself inside. He then tried to 
make the minstreal sing. Nothing came up. 
 
He was excited, thinking that he will enjoy tender meat. When he opened the bag, all the 
creatures inside the bag started biting him. As he screamed for help, his wife never came to his 
rescue. She only told him to enjoy his meat, reminding him that he has instructed her not to get 
anywhere closer because he was greedy. Later on, the cannibal stopped screaming and died 
because of the bites. 
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 N'wanghala na N'wampfundla (Mintsheketo. P37) 
 
This folktale is about the animals, which were in serious danger of being killed by the lioness. 
She had six cubs and could not give them proper care as she had to go hunting. She then created 
friendship with the hare. She instructed the hare to remain with the cubs when she has gone 
hunting. The hare accepted the job offer. Every time she came back from hunting she would call 
on the hare to come and collect the meat. She would give the hare instructions to give the fat 
meat to the cubs and the hare to eat the lean meat. The hare would then eat the fat meat and give 
the lean meat to the cubs. After the meals, the lioness would then ask the hare to show her the 
cubs one-by-one. They would then go to sleep. The lioness used to sleep alone. She had no direct 
contact with her cubs. On seeing this, the hare started killing a cub everyday. On the sixth day 
only one cub was left, it was then counted six times. On the seventh day in the morning, the 
lioness told the hare that on the eighth day she would like to take her cubs for a walk. The hare 
agreed to this suggestion. When the lioness was away hunting, the hare killed the last cub and ate 
it. He then went to scratch his body and rolled over the dust and laid himself on a small tree.  
 
When the lioness came back she tried to call on the hare as usual, but there was no response .She 
got worried and started moving around looking for the hare. She heard a groaning sound from 
afar. She then saw the hare on a small tree. On investigating what could have happened, the hare 
lied to her, alleging that a monster had assaulted him such that he does not know what had 
actually happened as he past out during the assault. The lioness frantically looked for her cubs, 
but they were nowhere to be found. She was sad. As she was dwelling on her misfortune, the 
hare responded by singing. In his song he indicated that he is the one who killed and ate all the 
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 cubs. This went on even on the next day. The lioness then decided to kill the hare. The hare ran 
away. He got into an ant-bear’s hole and hid under a root. The lioness took a stick and repeatedly 
poked into the hole with the hope of forcing the hare out. This was unsuccessful. The lioness 
then took part of her fur and blocked the hole’s entrance with it and walked away. When it was 
all-quiet, the hare tried to get out of the hole. When he saw the fur, he thought that the lioness 
was still there. This lasted for a few days. One day it rained. The fur was swept into the hole.  
The hare then realized that it was only the fur, not the lioness. He got out of the hole and went 
around looking for food. 
 
After some few months the lioness and the hare met again. At that time lioness was very thin 
because of lack of food as all the animals were now clever and were no longer easy to catch. 
When the lioness tried to kill the hare, the hare begged for its life and promised to help the 
lioness catch the other animals. She did not trust him. She therefore reminded him of their 
previous encounter. The hare came up with a new contract. They were to build a kraal. When it 
was finished, the hare would dig a hole in the middle, and the lioness would get into the hole and 
lie there with her mouth wide opened pretending to be dead. The hare would then call on all the 
animals to come and see the dead lioness telling them that they will be free forever. When the 
animals have entered the kraal, the hare would close the entrance and the lioness would kill 
them. Everything went according to the plan. The only mistake made by the lioness was to eat 
the fat meat and giving the hare lean meat. This made the hare furious. He planned to revenge the 
incident. 
 
 27
 He then told the lioness that the meat was too much and it will be rotten in no time. They then 
built a hut in order to keep the meat inside it. 
 
They put the meat inside the hut whilst they were still finishing up the roof. The lioness was busy 
with the roof when the hare decided to tightly tie her tail to one of the sticks (timbalelo) used to 
make the roof. He then took one of the fat legs and walked out whilst eating. When the lioness 
saw this, she got cross. When she wanted to know who gave the hare the meat, the hare told her 
that she will never taste the meat inside the hut because he was the one who killed it. The lioness 
tried desperately to free herself, but failed. She begged the hare for freedom, the hare refused. 
She ended up dying on the roof. The hare enjoyed himself with the fat meat. 
 
Munghobozi (Mintsheketo. P48) 
 
This folktale is about a beauty contest between the girls from two villages. One of the villages 
was ruled by Chief Nyengani, Munghobozi's father, and the other one was ruled by Chief 
Hawani. Munghobozi was very beautiful. She went to her aunt, N'wamhamba, to sharpen her 
teeth. She became the prettiest of them all. The girls from both villages met. When they went 
around asking people as to who was the most beautiful of them all, all fingers pointed at 
Munghobozi. Their hatred towards her grew stronger to an extent of the making a plan to fix her. 
They decided to go and dig the red ochre (Tsumani). They left early in the morning for the cave. 
It was very deep. A person inside the cave could not be seen. 
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 They had to get inside, one-by-one. Munghobozi was the last one to get inside and dig the red 
ochre. The other girls filled up the cave with soil whilst Munghobozi was still inside. They then 
carried their red ochre and went home. As the sun was setting, Munghobozi's family got worried. 
Her mother went to a girl who was their neighbour to enquire about the whereabouts of 
Munghobozi. The girl told her that Munghobozi was the first to leave the cave saying that she 
has to come home early in order to cook food for the family. Her mother got more worried. 
There was a trustworthy dog in their household. It loved Munghobozi and her brother. When it 
was time for the dog to eat, it could not eat. It started sniffing all-over searching for a scent that 
would lead it to Munghobozi. On following the scent, the dog ended up at the cave, which was 
filled with soil. It decided to dig. It found Munghobozi who had already fainted. It took her out 
and waited for her to recover her consciousness. She stretched herself. She tried to walk, but it 
was very hard for her. When she arrived near her home, she climbed on a tree. The dog started 
howling. Munghobozi's brother, Gamuyeye, came out with a knobkierrie and went straight to 
where the sound came from. As he was approaching the tree, she began singing, telling him to go 
home and call her mother.  She told her mother that the other girls have left her inside the cave to 
die. They took Munghobozi back home, making sure that they are not spotted by the other 
villagers. The next day the other girls and boys were pleased to see her and were celebrating. 
Munghobozi was nursed for a few days. When she was fine, all girls were invited. There was 
plenty of food and traditional beer. At night they went to sleep. Very early in the morning, Chief 
Nyengani sharpened his bush-knife (banga). He went straight to the girls' hut and sat at the door 
calling on all of his daughters to come out one-by-one. He slit each of them on the throat, killing 
them all. The only ones who survived were the other people's daughters. That was the end of the 
collusion of the girls towards Munghobozi because of her beauty. 
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 N'anga ya mamba (Mintsheketo. P52) 
 
The folktale is about a certain chief who got ill. All the witchdoctors who were called in to heal 
him were unsuccessful. Most of the times when some of these witchdoctors were consulting their 
bones, they discovered that the illness was caused by a certain man who also wanted to become a 
chief.  
 
One day, there came a certain man from a far away village. When he arrived at that homestead, 
he explained that there was a witchdoctor who could treat any illness regardless of the 
seriousness of the illness. He explained that this witchdoctor stayed in a cave in a mountain. 
Nobody would get near the cave. When the sick chief's relatives heard about this, they agreed to 
help the ill chief to walk by giving him support, to the cave. They waited near the mountain. The 
eldest son was the first to take his sticks and go to the mountain. He searched for the cave until 
he found it. He was scared. He sung a song asking for the witchdoctor to come out and meet him, 
indicating that he had been sent by the chief to fetch him in order to cure him. When he heard the 
sound coming out of the cave, he got frightened and ran away leaving his sticks behind. 
 
The second son took his turn to go and fetch the witchdoctor. He also failed to bring the 
witchdoctor to his father. The last-born son took his turn. He was successful in bringing the 
witchdoctor to his father. The father was also scared when he saw his son with the witchdoctor 
(Mamba snake) wrapped around his son. All the other people ran away when they saw the boy 
and the snake.  
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 Once they were inside the hut, the mamba unwrapped itself from the boy's body. It then licked 
the chief's body. When finished it wrapped itself all over the boy's body. The chief was cured at 
once and looked like somebody who was never sick. The boy took the snake back to the cave. 
Then the boy went back to his father and they all went back to their village. The chief promised 
to come back to reward the witchdoctor who cured him. At home he chose his best cattle and 
went back along with his last-born son. They went to the mountain with these cattle. They were 
shocked because instead of a snake coming out of the cave, a man came out. He started relating 
his story. He told them everything that has led him to the cave and that he was also a chief 
belonging to the Makhubele clan. He told the other chief to go back with his cattle, telling him 
that he is the one who was supposed to reward the chief because he had cured him from the curse 
that had befallen him. After all the talks, the two chiefs went back to their people. Both their 
people were pleased to see them. They both ruled their people peacefully. 
 
Nyabangakhulu (Mintsheketo. P88) 
 
This folktale is about ten girls who invited each other very early in the morning to go and gather 
firewood. Amongst them, there was Hlamalani who was the youngest of them all. After they 
have gathered the firewood and tied them into bundles, a dove appeared to them. It sat on a 
branch of a tree. It started singing, greeting the girls. The girls were amazed with the way the 
dove was singing, they decided to follow it. It led them whilst singing. At the spot where the 
paths were crossing each other, the dove again sat on a branch of a tree, singing, telling them that 
it was taking them to Nyabangakhulu. 
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 An argument ensued between Hlamalani and the other girls because they decided to follow the 
dove, not knowing which path to take. Hlamalani advised them to take the narrow path and the 
others decided to take the wide path. The other girls were not happy with her telling them what 
to do, they did as they pleased. As they were approaching Nyabangakhulu's home, the dove 
disappeared. They saw a hut. An old woman lived in this hut. She then took them to 
Nyabangakhulu's home without hinting anything about what to expect at Nyabangakhulu's home. 
 
At night they were not provided with any blankets. They were not given any food to eat. 
As they were sleeping, the ogres arrived carrying their loads full of all sorts of insects. Due to 
hunger, the girls ate these insects. Hlamalani did not eat. The next day Hlamalani went to the old 
woman's hut. The other girls remained in the hut in which they were accommodated. The old 
woman told Hlamalani that they were lost because they have come to Nyabangakhulu who was a 
cannibal. She instructed Hlamalani as to what she was supposed to do in order to save herself 
and the other girl's lives Hlamalani returned to the hut. She acted as she was instructed until on 
the day on which they were able to escape and go back to their parents. 
 
Hosi Nyengani (Mintsheketo. P110) 
 
This folktale is about two chiefs who decided to go to war. They were Chief Nyengani and Chief 
Hawani. Chief Hawani and most of his people were killed. Chief Hawani was slit opened and his 
liver was taken to Chief Nyengani. All his wives including Munghobozi's mother refused to cook 
the liver. Later on, the youngest wife, N'wa - Gezani, cooked the liver. After cooking, she 
decided to go and gather firewood. Munghobozi's mother stole the liver, which was in an 
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 earthenware pot and ate it. After eating, she defecated inside the pot and put it back where she 
found it. When Chief Nyengani was relaxing with his subordinates, he told N'wa-Gezani to bring 
the liver so that it can be eaten. He was shocked to discover what was inside the pot. He 
instructed N'wa-Gezani to come and collect the pot. The next day, he gathered all his wives to 
find out who ate the liver. They all denied. He then prepared his medicines because he was a 
great witchdoctor. He went to the river to make the final preparations. On seeing the danger lying 
ahead of her, Munghobozi's mother secretly called on Munghobozi, telling her that should she 
die, she and her sibling will have to go and live with their grandparents. Chief Nyengani was 
deeply hurt because he loved Munghobozi's mother. On their way, the children met N'wambilu-
Makokorho (the hare). He enquired as to what had happened and where they were going. After 
listening to their story, the hare decided to trick Munghobozi. The hare took Munghobozi's 
clothes and carried the baby, pretending to be Munghobozi. When they arrived at Licanga-la-
cuma, Munghobozi's grandparent, Munghobozi now N'wambilu-Makokorho, was ill treated and 
the hare, which was the real N'wambilu-Makokorho received the best treatment ever. 
 
This went on for days until Munghobozi found a way of revealing her real identity. N'wambilu-
Makokorho was then killed and Munghobozi resumed her rightful identity. She got married. She 
got a child. On N'wambilu-Makokorho's grave grew a vegetable marrow (rhanga). It paid 
revenge by killing Munghobozi's baby. 
 
They then decided to uproot the vegetable marrow and threw it far away so that it wont bother 
Munghobozi again. This was a terrible mistake. When Munghobozi gave birth again, the 
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 vegetable marrow returned to kill the baby. They then decided to uproot it, burn it and take the 
ash and throw it into the river so that it can flow away. After that, her children survived.   
 
Manyike (Mintsheketo. P126) 
 
This folktale is about a certain man called Manyike who had three wives. One day he told them 
that he would be undertaking a very long journey, which will take him many years before he 
returns home. He told them that he would not like any of his wives to give birth to a human baby. 
He loves rat babies. Anyone who will give birth to a human baby will face death. All his wives 
were pregnant. The man went on his journey. After a few months two of his wives gave birth to 
baby rats and the youngest wife gave birth to a human baby. The other wives then told this 
woman to throw away her baby reminding her of her husband’s last words. She then left her hut 
not knowing where to go. On her way, she sat down under a shade and looked at her baby. She 
felt pity for the baby when she thought of throwing her away. She sobbed. She then decided to 
ask for help from the animals.  She wanted to get an animal that could take care of her baby.    
 
She asked the hare, the duiker, the leopard, the lion, and the elephant and then came to the 
crocodile (N’wangwenya-Madziva). N’wangwenya-Madziva agreed after a long deliberation on 
the issue. The woman then went back home. The other women were laughing at her. She always 
cried when she thought of her baby that she had given to the crocodile. The next day she went to 
the river and started singing. The crocodile responded in a song. He appeared with the baby. The 
mother breastfed her baby. They stayed together for a while. The crocodile took the baby and 
disappeared into the water. The woman went back home.  
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 Every time she visited the baby, she took a large spherical earthenware pot for carrying water 
(Khuwana) so that people may not suspect anything. This went on for many years. One day her 
brother in-law (Manyike’s brother) discovered the great secret as he was walking near the river. 
The baby was already big. The crocodile immediately snatched the girl and got into the water. 
The woman was shocked because she did not understand what was going on. She did not see her 
Brother-in-law. She drew the water and went back home. That evening, this man decided to visit 
his brother’s wives. The sight of the rats everywhere disgusted him.  
 
One day, Manyike returned home with lots of goods. Everybody was happy. The two wives 
related their stories of baby rats and that of the youngest wife who had given birth to a human 
baby that she had murdered fearing his last words before he left. His brother also held a meeting 
with him updating him of all that had happened during his absence including the girl he had seen 
in the river. Manyike could not believe the story. They then planned to go to the river on the 
following day. 
 
That night Manyike could not sleep because the rats were jumping and running all over the 
place. The next day he sent his two wives to go and gather the marula (Makanyi) so that they can 
make him the marula beer. They went. Manyike and his brother killed the rats. The youngest 
wife was instructed to cook the rats. When they were ready, she took them to her husband who in 
turn took them to his eldest wife’s hut. When these women came back, Manyike told the eldest 
wife to go and fetch the pot with the meat. He told her that what was inside the pot was the cane 
rats’ meat killed by their rats which were away to hunt for some more cane rats. He told the two 
wives to eat their share as the other members of the family have already had their share. The two 
 35
 women ate. There was one rat remaining. It has been hiding. So, it tried to whisper to its mother, 
warning her that she should not eat the meat because it was her children’s meat. The mother 
dismissed the rat’s allegations, telling it to go away. When they had finished eating, Manyike 
told them the truth. They were not allowed to mourn their children.  
 
The youngest wife went on with her daily routine of going to the river to feed her daughter. The 
two brothers followed her without her knowledge. She started singing, but the crocodile did not 
respond. She started sobbing asking the crocodile to tell her the truth if he had killed her 
daughter. The crocodile responded in a song, telling her that she had company that is why she 
will not see her child. To assure her that her child was still alive, the crocodile and the girl 
appeared. When Manyike saw them, he wanted to run towards them but his brother held him 
back. The crocodile and the girl disappeared into the water. Manyike went to his wife’s hut to 
discuss the whole issue. They then returned to the river to negotiate the return of the girl. 
Manyike promised to reward the crocodile for taking care of the girl. The crocodile refused the 
offer. He told Manyike that he did whatever he had done out of good will. He asked them to do 
him a favour by taking good care of the girl. They were to follow certain instructions. She was 
not supposed too engage in any household duties except bathing and working with beads. If they 
fail to follow these instructions, the girl would go back to the crocodile. A very big ceremony 
was held to welcome the girl home. Messengers were sent from a man called Mitileni staying at 
a neighbouring village. He wanted to marry the girl. Her parents refused indicating that she does 
not know how to perform household duties. The messengers left but promised to come back with 
the man’s response. They came back as promised. They told the girl’s parents that they are ready 
and prepared to marry the girl despite the fact that she cannot perform any household duties.  
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 Mitileni had a senior wife. After a few months, his senior wife felt that it was too much for her. 
She could not go on working alone. When they were left alone at home, she told the girl to grind 
the mealies. The girl did as she was told. She was singing. Water appeared where she was 
standing. She disappeared into the water. Her in-laws then sent a messenger (a Cock) to report to 
her parents that she has disappeared. The girl’s parents and other relatives went to see for 
themselves what had happened. An old woman followed them. They were not happy with her 
following them. She insisted and she is the one who performed the ritual to help the girl reappear 
and the water to disappear. Her father decided to take her back, but Mitileni begged him and 
promised never to ignore the instructions. Mitileni assaulted his senior wife and told her never to 
repeat her stupid mistake. The senior wife became jealous again. After cooking goat’s meat, she 
added beef soup and gave it to the girl to eat. When the girl started eating, she turned into a cow 
and walked to her parents. They cured her. Her husband chopped his senior wife with an axe. 
 
Banana (Xa mina i tinyeleti. P26) 
 
In this legend, the main character is Banana Mboweni, who was nicknamed “Makhwada” 
coming from the Northern Sotho language “Makhwatla a pudi” meaning the legs of a goat. This 
man was a witchdoctor who stayed at Rigudzwe in the Muhlava village. Due to his magical 
powers, he could create things such as locusts, which would start hopping around; make money 
or even turn a human being into any creature such as a cat or anything he could think of. He 
could be stabbed with a spear into his stomach, but it could not pierce through. He could lie on 
his back, a mortar with ingredients could be placed on his stomach, someone would pound the 
ingredient with a pestle, and he would feel no pain. Before performing his magic or miracles, he 
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 would tie a small Xitsonga traditional garb (Ndhindhana) around his waist and his wives would 
beat a special drum. He was a great traditional dancer. People would invite him to come and 
perform his magic at special events such as the Commemoration of the late Chief Muhlava II. At 
a place called Ofcolaco, they used to have race competitions for horses, donkeys, cars and 
bicycles at around 1938. These competitions were organized by a White People’s Club at 
Ofcolaco. Banana took part in a horse race. Although he was riding a donkey, he got the first 
position. His donkey had a bell around its neck. It is said that his donkey’s speed was like 
lightning. He died in 1989 and at that stage, he had moved to Gavaza village. Even now that he is 
dead, people still talk about his magical powers. 
 
Mufuwi wa tinyoxi (Xa mina i tinyeleti. P25) 
 
This legend is about Mr Xiverengi Johannes Malungana from Olifantshoek. He was a renowned 
witchdoctor. His village was called Nwabasisi. He kept and bred bees which it is alleged they 
belonged to his ancestors in a “Transvaal Ebony Jakkalsbessie hill-matome” tree. 
 
When a new rural settlement area was established and people were moved to this new settlement, 
Xiverengi refused to be moved. Police from Louis Trichardt were called in to assist the local 
authorities to move this man, beating and arresting him. He sent his bees to bite them. They ran 
away leaving their vehicles behind. People in his community who would engage in arguments 
with him would be in trouble because he would send his bees to bite them. Xiverengi has spent 
the rest of his life in this area without making up his mind about moving to another area. He 
lived with his children and siblings. He died in 1977 after a long illness and was buried at 
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 N’wabasisi. His younger brother, Magezi Malungana, took over the responsibility of caring for 
the bees. He also performed magic like his brother with the bees. He died in 1991 leaving the 
bees at N'wabasisi.  
 
When this legend was recorded, nobody had taken over the responsibility of caring for these 
ancestral bees yet. Miss Vivian Malungana, Xiverengi’s daughter who worked at Giyani Nursing 
College is the one who related this legend to the writer, Freddy Rikhotso. She confirmed that the 
story behind the ancestral bees is true. She also mentioned that whenever she was to get sick, a 
bee would sting her. Thereafter she would get well. The bee would sting her at Giyani township, 
whilst the ancestral bees were at Olifantshoek. 
 
Varimi va Swigono (Xa mina i tinyeleti. P33) 
 
The folktale is about a certain man who had three wives. One day he and his wives went to 
plough the fields. In the afternoon, they went back home. At night, the man and his first wife 
went back to the fields. They told the ogres to plough a certain part of the field for them. The 
ogres took the hoes and started working whilst singing. When they were finished, the man and 
his wife went back home. On the next day, his other two wives went to the fields to plough. They 
could not finish their part of land although they tried very hard. At night, the man and his first 
wife repeated what they did before. The ogres did likewise. The other two wives were amazed by 
what was happening because according to them they also put the same amount of effort when 
ploughing their fields. They then confronted their husband and his first wife telling them that 
they must be using some magical help to plough their fields. They retaliated by accusing the two 
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 women of laziness. Nobody has ever found out the truth about the secret of the man and his first 
wife. 
 
Nyama ya Swisuti (Xa mina i tinyeleti. P43) 
 
This story is about a man who was married. One day he told his wife that he was visiting his in-
laws. When he arrived at his in-laws, he found that they have killed a buffalo. They then gave 
him the buffalo’s leg to take home and eat with his wife. The next day he went back home taking 
the leg with him. On the way, he cut the meat into smaller pieces making biltong and wrapped 
them around his waist. He hid the remaining meat on a tree.  
 
On his arrival at home, his wife welcomed him. In the middle of the night, the man cut the 
biltong from his waist and roasted it on the fire that was in the hut and ate. His wife was asleep. 
Later she woke up and wanted to know where the fat of the meat came from. The man told her 
that at her parents’ they ate loin’s meat. He told her to cut part of her loins’ meat and eat it. After 
a long argument the woman got tired and they both slept. The next day the woman went to her 
parents to find out the truth about what her husband has told her. Her parents accused her 
husband of lying. They told her the truth about the buffalo’s leg. The woman went back to her 
husband to interrogate him. The man stalled. The woman ended the marriage. 
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 Evukon'wanini bya N'wamfenhe (Xa mina i tinyeleti. P77) 
 
This folktale is about the baboon (N’wamfenhe) that invited the hare (N’wampfundla) to his in-
laws. At the in-laws, the baboon used to send the hare to go and ask for salt warning him never to 
mention that they wanted to season the goat’s meat. He should tell them that he wanted to season 
his grandfather’s (the baboon) toe. The hare would always tell the truth and later change his 
statement to tell them what he has been instructed by the baboon. This would be the case every 
time he went to ask for the salt. One day the girls decided to sweep the hut in which the baboon 
and the hare were accommodated. The baboon refused to let them sweep, alleging that the hut 
was clean. Under the sleeping mats, he had dug a hole in which he threw the hides and the bones 
of the goats he had stolen from his in-laws. The hare then told the girls that in his time, they used 
to pick up a person when he refused to move and that he was ready to assist them.   They then 
picked up the baboon and put him aside. The girls rolled up the sleeping mats. They discovered 
the hole full of hides and bones. The baboon was accused of being a thief.  He shamefully left 
with the hare laughing at him. That was the end of his marriage. 
 
Tindleve ta Mbhongolo (Xa mina i tinyeleti. P82) 
 
This myth is about the donkey’s ears. It is alleged that a long time ago the ears of the donkey 
(Mbhongolo) were not as big as they are today. Their growth started when the lion (N’wanghala) 
gathered many animals to give them names. He warned them that all animals were expected to 
remember their names on the following day or else those who have forgotten will bee in trouble. 
The next day all the animals, which have received names, gathered at the lion’s place.  The lion 
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 started all over again asking the animals what their names were. They all remembered except for 
the donkey. The lion got very cross and pulled the donkey by its ears whilst reminding it its 
name and the donkey repeated its name after the lion. The lion pulled the donkey's ears up to the 
length they are today. 
 
Ta Ximunhwana (N'wambilu Makokorho. P1) 
 
One day two young men who were brothers have told their father that they intended visiting their 
in-laws. Their father was understanding, so he allowed them. He gave them advice that they must 
never eat anything on their way even if they may be very hungry. These young men then left for 
their in-laws’ place. They started feeling hungry. They tried to ignore it and went on with their 
journey. Even when they found some fruits, they never ate them as they remembered their 
father’s words. 
 
As they continued with their journey, they felt more and more hungry that they decided to 
disregard their father’s advice. They then got out of their way and got themselves some figs to 
eat. When they had eaten enough, they got back on their way. 
 
While walking, a very short little old man whistled to them. On his reaching them, the little old 
man told them that he intended going with them to their in-laws and to also enjoy himself with 
chickens. They tried all means to send him back, but he refused and insisted that he wanted to 
accompany them. They later on tried to hit him with sticks until he died. They continued with 
their journey.  
 42
 Not long after, the little man reappeared. They hit him with a heavy object and he died again. 
They burnt him. This did not help them because just when they were about to enter their in-laws’ 
homestead the little old man reappeared. They then realised that trying to hit or kill him was no 
use. So the older brother took the little old man and put him in the pocket of his coat and went 
with him. When they arrived at their in-laws, they were welcomed and accommodated in one of 
the huts. A lot of young women came to see them. 
 
When these young men were chatting with the young women, the little old man was grumbling 
inside the pocket. He said that he also wanted to have a chat with the young women, but the 
young man tried to calm him down and pretended to the young women as if nothing was going 
on. 
 
When the young men were given food, the little old man was grumbling, saying that he also 
wanted some food. The young man gave him meat to calm him down, but it did not help. They 
ended up giving him food until all the food was finished. They were given traditional beer to 
drink. 
 
As they were drinking, the little old man demanded some beer. He got drunk. He heard the 
songs, which were being sung by the in-laws outside the hut, he got excited and jumped out of 
the pocket while dancing. He danced and went outside the hut. He was dancing with all his might 
and there was a lot of dust. When the in-laws saw this they ran away. The young men also ran 
away. The marriage came to an end and the young men never visited that place again. 
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 2.3 Conclusion 
 
When one goes through the selected prose narratives, one can note that all the characters 
perfectly present the animal and human or non-human characters as we find them in prose 
narratives. 
 
In the prose narrative ‘Nghala ni Kondlo’, both the lion (nghala) and the rat (kondlo) are animals. 
The lion, big as it is, gets assistance from the tiny rat as a gesture for appreciation as the lion 
spared the rat’s life before. 
 
In ‘Phungubye yi dlala nyimpfu, yona yi dlayiwa hi gumba’, the Black-backed jackal 
(phungubye) has been portrayed as a cruel animal which killed the sheep in the presence of its 
lamb. The clever and caring White stork (gumba) successfully avenged the death of the sheep 
and assured the powerless sheep and its lamb everlasting peace. None of the characters in this 
folktale are human beings, but they behaved like human beings as they even danced and spied on 
the jackal. 
 
In the folktales where human beings are interacting with non-human beings, we find that there is 
communication between the humans and non-humans. The language used is that of humans. The 
behaviour of all characters does not change their well-being. For instance, the lion feels that he 
has to rule or control both human beings and his fellow animals; the hare wants to outclass both 
humans and its fellow animals; whilst the humans see the need to reason out the actions of the 
animals. This can be noted in the folktale ‘Nsati wa muhloti un'wana a ponisiwa hi mpfundla’, 
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 where the man and the woman were trying to reason out issues with the lion and were only 
rescued by a hare which knew how to deal with the lion. This folktale ‘Mbhongolo ni saka ra 
munyu’ portrays the donkey (mbhongolo) as a stupid animal trying to fix the human being and 
regretting its actions at the end it undermined the man’s power of thinking. 
 
In the folktale ‘Marima-kule’ the man is portrayed as an occasional trickster who is successful at 
the end, whilst the ogres are portrayed as unsuccessful tricksters. This kind of portrayal can be 
noted again in the folktales ‘Keketsu’ and ‘Vhimbha-Mukhwama’. The old woman and 
Vhimbha-Mukhwama are portrayed as unsuccessful tricksters, while the boy and Matilayi’s 
mother are portrayed as occasional tricksters who were successful at the end. 
 
The issue of ‘one good hand deserves another’ can be noted in most folktales involving different 
types of characters. For instance, in the folktales ‘Ndhichi ya madambhi’, ‘N’anga ya mamba’ 
and ‘Manyike’ some characters are rewarded for their good deeds whilst others are punished or 
cursed because of their bad deeds. 
 
Nameless and faceless characters are also portrayed in such a way that they serve their purposes 
meaningfully. In the folktales ‘Varimi va swigono’ and ‘Nyama ya swisuti’ the characters have 
no names and it is easier to associate these characters with people we live with daily. Their 
personalities are all that matters.  
 
The myths ‘Tindleve ta mbhongolo’ and ‘Mivala ya mhisi ni ya yinghwe yi huma kwihi xana?’ 
have characters which make it easier for us to relate with nature. It sounds convincing that a 
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 donkey (mbhongolo) will forget its name even after a stern warning of the consequences of this, 
and for a lion (nghala) to administer a very harsh punishment to the stupid donkey. The hyena 
(mhisi), which has been portrayed as a cruel, selfish, and an undermining character have been 
rewarded with ugly spots. The leopard (yinghwe) which has been portrayed as a kind, caring and 
sensible character has been rewarded with beautiful spots. The tortoise (mfutsu), which is usually 
portrayed as a slow but clever character has served a good purpose in making it easier for us to 
understand that those who laugh last, laugh the best. 
 
The selected legends also reflect the characters as expected from a legend story. In the legend 
‘Banana’, the main character, Banana Mboweni, has supernatural powers and is portrayed as a 
hero in his community. His donkey, which also seems to have supernatural powers, is a 
character. Banana lived among his people at a particular point in time. The character, Xiverengi 
Malungana, in the legend ‘Mufuwi wa tinyoxi’ also lived at a particular point in time. He was a 
witchdoctor and also possessed supernatural powers, which were made possible through his 
ancestral bees. These bees also serve as characters with supernatural powers. 
 
The way in which the authors of these prose narratives have created their characters, will make it 
easier for aspiring narrators or story-tellers to use them as reference when creating their own 
prose narratives. 
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 CHAPTER 3 
 
CHARACTERS IN PROSE NARRATIVES 
3.1 Introduction 
In this chapter the discussion will centre on the well- known characters in prose narratives; the 
techniques used by narrators when creating characters; the different types of characters found in 
prose narratives as well as the methods of portraying flat and round characters. 
 
3.2 Well-known prose narratives characters 
According to Msimang (1992: 105) all animate objects (both humans and animals) and inanimate 
objects (e.g. rocks, trees, caves, etc) may appear in the prose narratives as characters. The most 
well-known ones are big snakes (e.g. pythons, mambas, etc), birds (owls, pigeons, eagles, crows, 
cocks, etc), animals (lions, baboons, elephants, leopards, etc), tricksters (hares, mice, etc) and 
larger than life objects (ogres and monsters). All these characters usually depict life as it is 
known to the human beings and they usually behave in the same way in different narratives. For 
instance, the baboons always portray stupidity every now and then in the different tales in which 
they are found. Big snakes are usually portrayed as best witchdoctors or best husbands married to 
human beings. Birds are usually portrayed as messengers carrying either good or bad messages 
to human beings. Tricksters are usually found in tales with big animal characters betraying them 
after verbal contracts or agreements have been made between both parties. 
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 3.3 Techniques of creating characters used by narrator. 
According to Canonici (1996: 172-174), the narrator can portray his characters either by using 
direct or indirect methods, which will be discussed in the subsequent section:- 
 
3.3.1 The direct method 
In this method, the artist gives a description of his characters. When using the direct method, the 
narrator may describe his characters by telling the audience / listeners or readers how and what 
his characters are feeling and thinking e.g. in the folktale “Keketsu” in Mintsheketo (p12) the 
narrator says:  
 
"O tlulela eka wona 
(He jumped onto it) 
 
"Ku rhurhumela ko nyanya" 
(The shivering got worse) 
"A a swi tiva leswaku ku pona a ku nga ha ri kona" 
(He knew that he would not survive) 
 
The narrator is telling the audience/ readers how the boy felt and thought of doing in order to 
save his life seeing that his life was threatened by the old woman. According to the narrator the 
boy knew that his chances for survival were very slim as it can be noted from the above 
quotation. He then acted according to his instincts. 
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 At times the characters can describe in detail the mental, moral characteristics and qualities of 
another character in the story especially in a written folktale. This makes the characters 
describing the other character to be the spokesperson of the writer as he should be the one 
describing the character in his writing. The author allows his characters to describe each other by 
putting words in their mouths. For instance, in the folktale, “Nyama ya swisuti” in Xa mina i 
tinyeleti (p44) where the woman's parents described her husband as a liar in this way: 
"Mavunwa ya nuna wa wena! 
A hi nyama ya swisuti, 
Hi n'wi nyike nenge wa nyarhi, 
Leswaku a ta dya na wena." 
 
This woman’s husband deceived her, telling her that he has learnt that his in-laws eat meat from 
their loins, hence he has also started doing the same. He told his wife to cut the flesh from her 
loins and roast it, when she wanted to know where he got the meat he was eating whilst she was 
sleeping. He lied to her because he did not want to share the tasty meat he was given by his in-
laws during his visit to them. After making biltong, which he wrapped around his waist, he hid 
the remaining meat on a tree and walked home. 
 
The character may at times describe himself. This kind of description can be regarded as a 
‘confession’ as the character knows himself better than anyone else. For instance, in the tale 
“N'anga ya mamba” in Mintsheketo, (p56) when the chief who was cursed to become a snake 
explains to the other chief, thanking him for bringing him back to life; he said: 
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 "Loko a nga ri wena, 
A ndzi ta va nyoka ku ya ku yile " 
( If it were not for you 
I would be a snake forever) 
The man was describing himself in relation to what has happened to him due to the curse upon 
him. This man was turned into a snake and he wandered and ended up living in a cave in a 
mountain. The ill chief has healed him as he became a man again. If it was not for this ill chief 
he would have died in the cave.  
 
The narrator may sometimes choose a name for his character's attributes. For instance, 
“N'wambilu Makokorho” means a very cruel person with a deceitful heart; “N'wamatlharihani” 
means a clever, wily hare; “Xikhegudyana xa tino rin'we” means an old woman with one tooth 
etc. Such characters you will find that their roles in the tales will have something to do with the 
meaning of their names. 
 
Characters are often nameless because they are community representatives. For instance, 
“Mufana un'wana” (a certain boy) “Hosi yin'wana” (a certain chief), etc. This makes it easier for 
the audience/ listeners or readers to identify with the character. 
 
Characters are impersonated by the performer and these characters are often allegorical and they 
represent the fantastic world, superimposed on the world of human experience. The ideals and 
values of a community tend to be represented by the characters in the tales. It is therefore up to 
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 the narrator to ensure that his characters represent both the fantastic world and the world of 
human experience. 
 
The narrator can employ mimicry by means of the voice, gestures, body-posture, and vividness 
of the style; for instance, the narrator usually imitates the hare by using a high-pitched voice 
when it is speaking. This adds more to the skills of performance of the narrator as the folktale is 
a performing act. The audience can also find it easy to tell that it is now the hare or the lion 
talking, for instance, by just listening to the depth of the voice of the narrator without the narrator 
having to mention which character is talking. 
 
3.3. 2. The indirect method 
In the indirect method, the characters are defined by their actions or their words or dialogues. 
The action patterns of the characters can be compared and contrasted. For instance, the language 
used by the ogres is called “yeyeza” or “thefuya” or “thekela” by Canonici (1996:98) and this is 
sometimes referred to as falsetto. In the “yeyeza” or “thefuya” language, /y/ is used for /1/ and in 
“thekela” language /t/ is used in the place of /z/. When the performer uses this language in a 
dialogue, it becomes easier for the audience/ listener or reader to tell that the character speaking 
now is an ogre or an animal. For instance the hare, is most of the time using the falsetto language 
in Xitsonga tales. In the tale “Marima- kule” in Mintseketo (p5) one of the ogres said: 
" A, zwini zwi ndzi thonyaka?”, 
when the man was dripping some honey mixed with medicine to drowse the ogres. In a normal 
speech the above quotation would have been;  
"A, yini swi ndzi thonelaka". 
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 The /y/ has been replaced by /zw/ and the /1/ has been replaced by /y/. 
This makes it easier for the reader to realise that it is now the ogre who is speaking. An ogre does 
not speak exactly like a human being, although it often tries to disguise it to resemble a human 
voice when it speaks. 
 
3.4 The Different kinds of Characters found in Prose Narratives 
According to Canonici (1996: 174) there are two types of characters in folktales, namely flat 
characters and round characters. 
 
3.4. 1 Flat Folktale Characters 
Flat characters are characters "who are created round a single idea or quality", (Msimang, 1986: 
103). These characters hardly surprise the audience/ listener or the reader as they do not change 
their well being. Even if they do try, they are therefore regarded as not true to real life because 
people change under certain circumstances. Msimang (1986: 103) argues that the above issue 
depends on the proficiency of the artist as some artists are capable of producing lifelike flat 
folktale characters. 
 
Flat folktale characters do not change or develop, and are predictable. They are easily 
remembered and recognizable by the audience/ listener or reader. For instance, Makhegu in the 
folktale, “Ndhichi ya madambi” in Mintsheketo, (p16) was cruel and ill-mannered. She never 
changed her behaviour even when she could realize that the only way of saving herself was 
becoming humble and polite. She continuously became rude and impatient everytime the old 
woman gave her chores to do. She was rewarded with a pack of dogs. Another example of a flat 
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 folktale character is “N'wambilu – makokorho” who is always depicted as cruel and a deceitful-
hearted character in all the tales in which she is featured. 
 
3.4.2 Round Folktale Characters 
Abrahams in Msimang (1986: 102) says that a round character can be defined" …as   someone 
who is complex both in temperament and motivation. He is more like people in real life, capable 
of surprising us and not easy to describe with any degree of adequacy". 
 
The round characters usually change under certain circumstances of the story and are full of 
surprises and are unpredictable. They are true to life and convincing. They are dynamic and 
revolving characters. For instance, in the tale “Ndhichi ya madambi” in Mintsheketo (p16), 
N'warihati adjusted to the situation where she was subjected to all kinds of nasty things. She 
became kind, humble and sympathetic to the old woman. She listened and adhered to all 
instructions. When the old woman instructed her to lick and swallow the dirt she had rubbed off 
her back, she did so. When instructed to care and serve the frogs, she did likewise. These are just 
some of the duties she had to perform during her encounter with the old woman. She was 
rewarded at the end. The old woman rewarded her with different types of beads, cloths, goats, a 
white cow and its calf and a beautiful child. 
 
3.4.2.1 Methods of Portraying Round Characters in Folktales. 
According to Msimang (1986: 109)"…. in delineating a round character, the folktale performer 
exploits three techniques: description, dialogue and action". 
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 3.4.2.1.1 Description 
Description, usually introduces a character without commenting much on his or her physique and 
personality. For instance, in the folktale “Marima-kule” in Mintsheketo (p1) the narrator simply 
says:        " A ku ri na wanuna loyi a a ri nsati wakwe. 
        Ha vambirhi a va ri na vana vambirhi va xisati" 
      (There was a man who had his own wife 
       The two had two female children) 
 
In this quotation we only get the description of the character without any clue as far as his 
personality and physique are concerned. We only get to know better about how the man felt 
about his daughter who was always left on her own at home because of an illness when she was 
murdered by the ogres. He went all out to avenge the death of his daughter by killing all the 
ogres using a concoction of medicine. This in a way shows us how the man loved and cared for 
his family. The issue of “blood is thicker than water” can also be depicted here because these 
ogres have terrorised the community for a long time but the man never thought of destroying 
them. It was only after they have killed his daughter that he decided to destroy them. 
 
3.4.2.1.2 Dialogue and Action 
Dialogue and action usually go together. Finnegan (1970: 383 - 384) tells us that the narrator, 
takes on the personalities of the various characters in his narrative, "acting out their dialogue, 
their facial expressions, even their gestures and reactions." Finnegan (1970: 384) goes on to say: 
“But even from his seat or when, as happens occasionally, he stands or moves within the circle 
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 of listeners, he can vividly suggest the acts and feelings of his characters by the use of dramatic 
dialogue or through expressions on the face or gestures of hand or body”. 
 
In the following example, of the dialogue between the hare and the baboon in the tale 
“Evukon'wanini bya N'wamfenhe” in Xa mina i tinyeleti (p77), the narrator is taking on the 
personalities of both N'wampfundla (the hare) and N'wamfenhe (the baboon). When the baboon 
gave the hare instructions to go and ask for the salt to be seasoned to the meat of the goats he has 
sent the hare to go and steal from his in - laws, he never thought that the hare will put it 
differently and that one day he will be caught napping. The baboon said to the hare: 
"Famba u ya kombela munyu, 
U nga vuli leswaku munyu i wo lunga nyama, 
Wo u lava ku tshuva xikunwana xa kokwana "(p.77) 
 
(Go and ask for some salt 
Don’t tell them that you want to season the meat, 
Tell them that you want to scratch your grandfather's toe" 
 
Instead the hare said:    "Munyu wo lunga nyama" 
(Salt to season the meat) 
And again said:    " Ndzi lo rivala,  
     I munyu wo lunga xikunwana xa… (p77) 
    (I forgot, 
It’s the salt to season the toe of…) 
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 This tells us more about the wily and cunning hare who feels that he has to tell the truth, 
regardless of the consequences of what he is going to say. Unfortunately the in-laws suspected 
nothing from the way he spoke. Later in the story when the girls came into the hut in which the 
hare and the baboon were accommodated, the baboon refused to get out of the hut so that they 
can clean it. He knew that they would make a gruesome discovery of the hole he has dug inside 
the hut. It was in this hole where he used to hide the goats' hides and bones. 
He just said to the girls: 
Laha ndlwini ku basile, 
Mi nga kukuli" (p.78) 
(In this hut it is clean, 
Do not sweep) 
On seeing this arrogance by the baboon, the hare felt it was time to embarrass him. He said to the 
girls: 
"Khale ka hina, a ho tlakula loko muhu a ala. 
Kutani ndzi nga mi khomisa" 
(In our times, we would pick up a person when he refuses. 
So I can help you pick him up). 
 
He suggested moving the baboon forcefully from the spot he was seated knowing exactly that the 
girls will discover the hole and its contents as well as the consequences facing the baboon. After 
moving him aside, they folded the sleeping mats  "masangu". They discovered the hole filled 
with the goats' hides and bones. He was disgracefully thrown out of the hut whilst the hare was 
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 laughing at him. The marriage was ended instantly. The stupidity of the baboon has been 
revealed and the cunningness and slyness of the hare have also been revealed. 
 
3.5 Conclusion 
The above discussion indicates that the narrator has a duty to choose characters with which his 
audience/ listeners or readers may be familiar with. This does not mean that new characters or 
unfamiliar characters may not be introduced in folktales. After all, folktales are intended for 
entertainment among some of their other functions. The techniques of creating characters also 
need to be put into practice. This will assist the narrator to allocate appropriate roles to his 
characters. For instance, we are used to the hare usually outclassing the big animals such as the 
baboon, the lion, etc. 
 
Some characters such as N’wambilu Makokorho are known for their cruelty, such that if they can 
be featured as kind-hearted, it can be shocking to the audience/ listener or reader. It is therefore 
up to the narrator to try and maintain the qualities of flat characters and round characters in his 
tales. 
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 CHAPTER 4 
 
THE COURSE OF ACTION, ROLES, QUALITIES OF CHARACTERS AND THEIR 
APPEARANCES IN XITSONGA PROSE NARRATIVES. 
 
4.1 Introduction 
This chapter discusses the different kinds of characters in a prose narrative (introduction of 
characters into the course of action, the role of characters, the attributes of characters and their 
significance); characters with supernatural powers in Xitsonga folktales; nameless and faceless 
characters in Xitsonga folktales; characters in Xitsonga folktales, characters in Xitsonga myths 
and characters in Xitsonga legends. Both Propp’s and Dundes’ approaches to the structure of a 
folktale will be discussed in relation to a Xitsonga folktale. 
 
4.2 Introduction of Characters in the Course of Action 
There are ways, like the initial situation in which usually there is lack of something, whereby 
new characters can be introduced into the course of action and these are discussed below. For 
instance, the villain appears twice during the course of action, the magical helper is introduced as 
a gift, the donor is encountered accidentally and the dispatcher, the hero, the false hero and the 
princess are introduced into the initial situation.  
 
Depending on the folktales there can be some deviations, from Propp’s 31 functions, in the 
distribution of characters. For instance, if there is no donor in the folktale, the helper can be next 
to appear in line. In some cases, all characters may be introduced via the initial situation. In the 
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 folktale “Nghala ni Kondlo” in Swihungwa-hungwana swa vana (p14), for instance both 
characters, the lion (Nghala) and the mouse (Kondlo) have been introduced in the initial 
situation. Another example is the introduction of the man and his three wives in the folktale, 
“Varimi va swigono” in Xa mina i tinyeleti, (p33). 
 
Propp (1968) in his theory of morphology of the folktale analyses the folktale according to its 
component parts, which are divided into variables and invariables called functions. He has 
isolated 31 functions. The variables are classified as characters and their attributes. Variables are 
the actual means of the realisation of function. 
 
Propp (1968:21), states that characters and their attributes can change from folktale to folktale. 
He regards a function as an act of a character seen from the point of view of its significance for 
the course of action. He maintains that these acts are invariables because they do not change no 
matter who performs them. He therefore asserts that they are basic structural units. Functions 
have to be defined in order to be extracted. They must be defined from two points of view 
namely: that (1) the definition of a function should not depend on the character who carries out 
the function- it must most often be given in the form of a noun expressing an action, e.g. lack, 
reconnaissance, return, rescue, etc; (2) an action cannot be defined apart from its place in the 
course of narration, taking into consideration the meaning which a function concerned, has in the 
course of action. The roles played by small animals, such as hares and mice, in most folktales are 
those of rescuing big animals, which are trapped or hungry. The rescue action should be the one 
that we are concerned with and not the hare or the mouse. 
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 Propp has isolated 31 functions from a hundred Russian fairy tales, which he analysed. Not all of 
these 31 functions may appear in a single tale. Some tales for instance, may only have four 
functions, e.g. Interdiction, Violation, Consequence and Attempted Escape. Some may only have 
Lack and Lack Liquidation. An example of an analysed folktale will be provided later. Dundes’ 
approach has been used in the analysis as it is most viable for Xitsonga folktales. Dundes’ 
approach is a modified version of Propp’s approach. 
 
A few issues can be deduced from Propp’s approach and they are; that functions of characters 
serve as stable, constant elements in a folktale, independent of how and by whom they are 
fulfilled. They constitute the fundamental components of a folktale. Secondly, the number of 
functions known to the fairytale is limited. Thirdly, the sequence of functions is always identical. 
Fourthly, all fairytales are of one type in regard to their structure. 
 
Another thing that has to be taken into consideration is that all functions belong to a single axis. 
Again a large number of functions are arranged in pairs, e.g. interdiction-violation, 
reconnaissance-delivery, etc. Other functions may be arranged according to groups like, villain, 
dispatch, decision for counteraction, departure from home, constitute the complication. 
 
4.3 The Role of Characters 
The main purpose for having characters or dramatis personae in a folktale is for them to relay the 
folktale to the audience or readers through actions. 
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 Propp (1968:79-80) further says that the functions in folktales are logically joined together into 
spheres of action among the characters. There are the spheres of action of the villain, the donor, 
the helper, the princess and her father, the dispatcher, the hero, the false hero, etc depending on 
the folktale. 
 
Although the structure of the folktale is not our main concern in this study, it is proper to touch 
on it as the actions of the characters we find in the folktale follow a chronological order. The 
father of Structuralism, which focuses on the structure of the text, is Vladimir Propp, a Russian 
scholar, whose theory is known as The Morphology of folktale (Propp 1968, 1984). This theory 
has been modified and complemented by Alan Dundes (1964). Dundes has modified Propp’s 
approach after realising that although it was expounded to analyse Russian fairytales, it could, 
once modified, be used to analyse any type of folk-narrative including non-Indo-European 
folktales. Another reason for this modification is that the approach had some shortcomings. 
Firstly, Propp totally ignored context and secondly, the approach had a term for acts or events, 
which is “function”, but he had no term for the contents of his functions. 
 
There are three main aspects in Dundes’ approach. Firstly, the folktale must be studied in its 
social and cultural context. Secondly, the function is renamed motifeme (a structural unit). 
Lastly, Dundes has observed that the motifemes tend to group themselves into clusters. Dundes’ 
three structural patterns of his motifemes can be represented as follows: 
Pattern 1: consisting of just two motifemes namely: Lack (L) and Lack Liquidation (LL) 
Pattern 2: which is a much more common motifeme sequence consisting of these motifemes, 
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 namely; Interdiction (Int.), Violation (Viol.), Consequence (Conseq.) and AttemptedEscape 
(A.E.) which is an optional rather than obligatory structural slot. A folktale may end with the 
Consequence. Attempted Escape may be successful or unsuccessful. 
Pattern 3: which is another common pattern consisting of Lack, Deceit, Deception and Lack,  
Liquidation. Dundes’ motifeme has three modes, namely , a feature mode which defines the 
actions of the characters, Lack; the Manifestation mode or the Etic motif which is a unit of 
content; and a Distribution mode which is concerned with the place of a feature mode, within the 
storyline. The variants of the manifestation mode are also known as alomotifs. 
 
When looking at the motifemes/ functions and sequences in a folktale, we may then speak of 
sequential depth, motifemic depth and moves. The number of motifemes in a folktale as a whole 
determines the motifemic depth. Sequential depth is achieved if a folktale consists of a large 
number of sequences, that is, when the sequences recur many times in a folktale. Each sequence 
is a move or a prototale. 
 
Dundes also considers the context of a folktale by examining the folktale on three levels: 
Texture, text and context. Under texture he analyses its linguistic features such as rhyme, 
alliteration, etc. Under context he examines the sociological and literacy elements which 
condition a given folktale in its text and performance. Dundes analyses a folktale from the point 
of view of its language (texture), modes (texts) and levels (context). 
 
For the purpose of this study we will use Dundes’ approach of analysing folktales. It is easily 
applicable in Xitsonga because the functions or motifemes are no longer fixed. It is possible to 
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 find functions or motifemes which are different from those found by other people in the same 
folktale. Again some of the functions can be implied or combined with others. Dundes’ approach 
makes it possible for one to make typological descriptive statements, which in turn 
“make it possible for folklorists to 
examine the cultural determination 
of content, to predict cultural change, 
and to attempt cross-genre comparison” 
(Dundes, 1965:214) 
 
4.3.1 Dundes’ Approach Applied in the Folktale “Ta Ximunhwana” in N’wambilu Makokorho  
(p1) 
 
4.3.1.1 Motifemes 
The motifeme pattern we are having in this folktale includes Lack, Lack Liquidation, 
Interdiction, Violation, Consequence and Attempted Escape. 
 
In the initial situation or state of disequilibrium of this folktale the two young men desired to 
visit their in-laws. This is where we find the Lack motifeme. 
Lack 
In order to restore the state of disequilibrium the young men asked their father for permission to 
visit their in-laws. 
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 Lack Liquidation 
Their father allowed them. The two young men departed from the normal situation to a state of 
instability. This state of instability has helped in the development of the plot as the characters 
(the two brothers) were now supposed to act to restore the state of disequilibrium. The two 
brothers found themselves in a challenging state of conflict as they had to get rid of the little old 
man. 
Interdiction 
An interdiction motifeme contains some command or rule, some cultural norms that must not be 
infringed upon or neglected. At times it is evidenced as a request or bit of advice as it can be 
noted in this folktale. The young men were advised by their father not to eat anything on their 
journey, even if they are feeling like dying from hunger. No reasons were given along with the 
advice. 
Violation 
Sometimes this motifeme can be paired with the interdiction motifeme. There is a link between 
them. As far as this folktale is concerned we realise that the two young men were aware of the 
absence of their father, and they therefore decided to eat the figs. Marivate (1973:88) explains 
why interdictions are violated as follows: 
“In other cases, violation is caused 
by attempting to liquidate a lack.” 
The young men may not have done it out of curiosity or hunger, but the fact is that they have 
violated the advice of their father. The violation is usually followed by grave or serious 
repercussions for the transgressor and the motifeme that follows is called the consequence. 
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 Consequence 
As a result of violation or disobedience on the part of the transgressor we get consequence 
motifeme. The two young men have eaten figs, as a result a very little old man appeared and he 
demanded to accompany them on their journey to their in-laws. He was uncooperative. 
Attempted Escape 
This is an optional rather than an obligatory structural slot. In this motifeme, the victim is 
confronted with a very dangerous or risky situation. He must try something in order to survive. 
The two young men tried to get rid of the little old man by hitting, killing and burning him, but 
they never succeeded. He woke up from his death. They ended up getting into their in-laws’ 
place with him. After getting drunk he started to dance to the songs. The in-laws ran away when 
they saw him, and the two young men also ran away. They never visited their in-laws again. The 
marriage came to an end. 
 
4.3.1.2 The Three modes of a motifeme 
− The Feature mode 
This defines the actions of the characters. In this folktale the feature mode is lack. The two 
young men desired to visit their in-laws and so they asked for permisiion to do so from 
their father. 
− The Manifestation mode 
The young men got hungry. 
− The Distribution mode 
This is concerned with the place of the feature mode within the storyline. Dundes has 
observed that the motifemes tend to group themselves into clusters. There is a sequential 
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 depth, motifemic depth, and moves. As far as this story is concerned we have a sequential 
depth because it has a large number of sequences. The young men tried repeatedly to get 
rid of the old man. In all occasions they failed, hence they ended up with him at their in-
laws. When trying to calm him down so that their in-laws would not discover his presence, 
he became restless, asking for more food and more beer. He got drunk and jumped out of 
the pocket and started dancing. 
 
Canonici (1996: 175) identifies two main roles which the reader or the listener/ audience must 
identify and they are those of the hero (main character or protagonist) and of the antihero (villain 
or antagonist). Both the hero and the anti-hero are primary characters. The hero is the centre of 
the story and is considered a hero if he wins or victim if he loses. The villain is regarded as 
secondary in importance to the hero and is representing the values opposite to those of the hero. 
He balances the effect of conflict and intensifies suspense and hence making the plot of the story 
dynamic. If we look at the old woman with a big nail on her thumb in the folktale “Keketsu” in 
Mintsheketo (p9) she is the villain as it can be deduced from what happened during her struggle 
to kill the boy. The boy can be regarded as the hero because he won at the end. The old woman 
kept on hitting each and every tree the boy climbed onto with her animal hide “tsheka” and 
cutting the trees with her tooth. The boy also tried his best by jumping over to the next tree and 
holding onto the branches whilst calling upon his two dogs (Tingatinga and Tingarili) which he 
had left at home, to come to his rescue. Both the old woman and the boy sang their songs whilst 
summoning their supernatural powers to come to their rescue. The dogs finally came to the boy’s 
rescue as they heard his voice from afar. They bit off the old woman’s legs and hand and she 
dropped dead.  The boy cut a stick (a flexible rod) and beat the ten dogs which were also dead. 
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 They then came back to life. Therefore, he extracted the old woman’s tooth, used it to tear up the 
old woman’s swollen knee, and out came many cattle with an additional white one. The boy 
drove the cattle home along with his dogs. His family was pleased with his return. 
 
The mediator, the foil and the messengers are secondary characters. The mediator helps in the 
resolution of the conflict and is sometimes represented by preternatural forces, or by magical 
powers. Such a character may be small and seemingly unimportant to issues related to the theme 
of the narrative. In the folktale “Manyike” in Mintsheketo (p126) it is said that a cock has been 
sent to inform the parents of the newly wed woman who has drowned whilst grinding mealies, of 
what has happened to her at her in-laws. In this case, the cock (nkuku) has been portrayed as a 
messenger.  
 
The foil serves as a commentary or supporter of the hero or villain and can be represented by 
preternatural forces, outside those of human experience or fulfilling extra-ordinary roles for 
example birds, old people, and cats. In the folktale “Keketsu” in Mintsheketo (p9) for instance, 
the boy’s two dogs Tingatinga and Tingarili can be regarded as the foils supporting the hero. 
They helped the boy by killing the old woman despite all her supernatural powers.  
 
4.4 The Attributes of Characters and their Significance 
When engaging in the issue of the attributes of characters in folktales we are trying to have a 
deeper look into their external appearances and nomenclatures, particularities of introduction into 
the narrative and dwelling places. In most folktales, for instance, you will find that ogres live in 
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 small huts in the forest, which makes it easy for them to attract to stranded people especially at 
night. This also makes their daily activities to be kept secret. 
 
Propp (1968:87) defines attributes as “the totality of all external qualities of the characters: their 
age, sex, status, external appearance, peculiarities of these appearances and so forth”. He further 
states that these attributes provide the folktale with its brilliance, charm and beauty. These 
attributes of characters are closely linked to the roles of the characters in the narrative. More has 
been said about the attributes of characters in the discussion of the different types of prose 
narrative characters as it can be noted in the folktale “Keketsu” in Mintsheketo (p9) where the 
description of the old woman and her dwelling place qualified her wicked actions. The old 
woman had a big tooth (used for cutting objects and killing people) and big swollen knees (used 
as a storage for things such as herds of cattle) and she lived in the forest. 
 
In folktales, characters with supernatural powers can do anything, like flying, running at an 
abnormally fast speed or swallowing the whole community. Nothing can stand on their way. 
They can achieve what is humanly impossible. They can only be overpowered in certain 
instances when they have met their match who also has supernatural powers, which are used 
positively. In the folktale “Keketsu” in Mintsheketo (p9) for instance the old woman was only 
overpowered by the two dogs (Tingatinga and Tingarili) whose supernatural powers were 
exceeding those of the other ten dogs and which was used positively, that is, to rescue their 
owner. Characters falling into this category include both animals and human beings, ogres and 
monsters usually with massive sizes. 
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 4.5 Characters in Xitsonga Prose Narratives 
Although there is an overlap between the appearances of characters in prose narratives, it is 
convenient to discuss the various types of stories by differentiating them roughly according to 
their main characters. We have two main groups of characters namely, animals and humans. The 
other groups of characters fall under historical characters (legends) and the supernatural beings 
of one kind or another (myths). In this discussion, we will concentrate on the folktales (animate 
and inanimate objects), myths and legends. 
 
4.5.1 Characters in Xitsonga Folktales 
Characters in Xitsonga folktales are from the real and the fantastic world. They can be humans, 
animals, trees, ogres, cannibals, monsters, etc. Some have supernatural powers e.g. birds, snakes, 
dogs, etc.  
 
The performer or artist may have to mimic humorous or satanic sound of the animal characters or 
ogres. He may also copy the cries and sounds of birds or animals. In the folktale 
“Nyabangakhulu” in Mintsheketo (p103) for instance the narrator imitates a bird’s sound.  The 
bird is singing as follows:  
“Tsiyo-tsiyo-tsiyo! 
Xinyenyana tsiyo-tsiyo-tsiyo, xinyenyana 
Tsiyo-tsiyo-tsiyo! 
Xinyenyana tsiyo-tsiyo-tsiyo, xinyenyana” 
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 This may be done in falsetto language and always with a nasal twang. Canonici (1996:98) speaks 
of the “thekela” or “thefuya” language where sounds can be replaced such as in an instant where 
/y/ can be replaced by /zw/ or /l/ replaced by /y/ as can be noted in this sentence quotation from 
the folktale “Marima-kule” in Mintsheketo (p5).  
“A! Zwini zwi ndzi thoneyaka?” 
Where /l/ has been replaced by /y/ in the word “thoneyaka” which should be “thonelaka” 
As the narrator speaks it becomes evident to the audience/ listeners that he/ she is now imitating 
an ogre or a small animal such as a hare. In a written folktale, the reader will also find it easier to 
see that the speaker is an ogre or a small animal such as a hare even if the writer has not 
indicated who is speaking. The speaker will be identified according to the characters found in the 
folktale concerned. 
 
4.5.1.1 Characters in Animal Folktales 
According to Canonici (1996:90) “…animal characters are selected on the basic of their 
suitability for the task at hand or for specific roles, true or imaginary. Roles are assigned 
according to physical characteristics and behavioural patterns, normally following traditional 
images in the people’s imagery bank.” The large and overpowering animals such as the lion, the 
elephant, the rhino, etc. are used as metaphors of people in authority both in the folktales and in 
everyday language. 
 
Animal society is regarded as a mirror of the human world, and the ways used by animals to 
survive are pointed out as examples of how human beings should behave. 
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 Under the animal characters we have personification. The animal characters talk, plough mealie 
fields, hold meetings, etc. They are portrayed as thinking and acting like human beings in human 
setting and the terminology used also plays an important role. The use of “N’wa”- which is a 
class 1(a) allomorph prefix personifies the animal e.g. n’wamfutsu (the tortoise), n’wampfundla 
(the hare), n’wanghala (the lion), etc.  
 
Sometimes the title Nkosikazi (Mrs) denoting the marital status of the animal or bird concerned 
is used. In the folktale “Phungubye yi dlaya nyimpfu, yona yi dlawa hi Gumba” in Swihungwa-
hungwana swa vana, (p56) there is a reference to one of the white storks as Mrs white stork 
(Nkosikazi Gumba). 
 
Animal characters which are commonly found to represent human qualities in Xitsonga folktale 
are the snakes (tinyoka) which betray even their friends as they intend to bite and kill. The 
python, is often, however, a kind and helpful witchdoctor who knows the greatest medicines. The 
mamba also, is portrayed as a witchdoctor. In the folktale “N’anga ya mamba” in Mintsheketo 
(p52) is about chief Makhubele who was bewitched and cursed to become a mamba snake by a 
certain man who also wanted to become a chief and was jealous of chief Makhubele. This chief 
was also a witchdoctor, but as a mamba snake, he became a great witchdoctor.  
 
Nghala (the lion), is a strong and powerful but, foolishly self-confident for its own good. In the 
folktale “Nsati wa Muhloti un’wana a ponisiwa hi Mpfundla” in Swihungwa-hungwana swa 
vana, (p69) the lion has acted foolishly by allowing the hare to intervene in his talk with the 
hunter after his wife had been trapped by the snake trap. The hare sent the woman and later the 
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 hunter to go and fetch the medicine called “u nga ha vuyi” meaning do not come back. The two 
understood the hare and they never came back. The lion missed the point and waited for the 
hunter and his wife who never came back. 
 
 Other animal characters which are commonly found in folktales are the following: 
Mhisi (the hyena) is portrayed as a glutton, a simpleton and a coward.  
 
Ndlopfu (the elephant) is portrayed as a slow and ponderous character, serious and dutiful, but 
lazy and pretentious at times. 
Mfutsu (the tortoise) is portrayed as a slow, steady and wise old man, capable of outwitting even 
the trickster. 
Mpfundla (the hare) is portrayed as a trickster. 
 
4.5.1.1.1 Trickster Characters 
These are small animals possessing some qualities, which are considered as manifestations of 
intelligence and cunning enabling them to either escape or overcome larger animals that would 
like to eat them. These animals among other skills they need to be able to employ their tricks 
successfully. These trickster characters are found in trickster stories, which are dominant in 
animal tales. There are three types of tricksters, namely, the successful tricksters, unsuccessful 
tricksters and occasional tricksters. 
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 4.5.1.1.1.1 The Successful Tricksters 
Canonici (1996: 93) maintains that these are “ small, cunning and clever… but also determined 
to go to the end … They can see through their opponents… respond to any threat with cunning, 
intelligence and determination” as it can be noted in the above-mentioned folktale of “Nsati wa 
Muhloti un’wana a ponisiwa hi Mpfundla”. The hare went all out to trick the lion in order to save 
the woman and her husband whilst risking his own life. 
 
 Canonici (1996:93) states that “Most of the successful tricksters perform similar tricks: they are 
therefore often interchangeable with and equivalent to each other”. The hare and the mouse are 
often interchangeable. In most folktales involving the portrayal of the foolishness of the lion 
regardless of its big size, the hare or the mouse is used. They all share the physical characteristics 
of being small, thus creating more impression that they do not pose any threat to the more 
powerful inhabitants of the homestead. They are fast runners and good jumpers, thus they are not 
easily caught or trapped. Their sudden and unexpected movements are taken as an indication of 
elusiveness, intelligence, cunning and wit. They seem able to stand on two legs and thus to act 
like human beings. Their trick pattern consists of false contract, fraud or deception and the 
villain’s defeat.  
 
In the folktale “N’wanghala na N’wampfundla” in Mintsheketo (p37) for instance, the hare made 
several contracts with the lioness and in all cases, the hare succeeded in tricking the lioness. The 
hare agreed to take care of the cubs and killed all of them. The hare scratched himself alleging 
that a monster has attacked him and that he does not remember what happened after the attack. 
The lioness bought the hare’s story. The lioness and the hare made another agreement to build a 
 73
 storage hut in order to store the meat. The lioness had her tail tied to the stick by the hare whilst 
she was busy fixing the roof. The hare enjoyed himself with the meat while the lioness was dying 
of hunger. Under normal circumstances the lioness would have terminated her friendship with 
the hare, but she didn’t because of her foolishness. 
 
According to Canonici (1996: 92) “Tricksters are sometimes too clever for their own good, and 
are often fooled by those whom they intend to trick, thus creating an atmosphere of comedy and 
amusement”. In the above-mentioned tale “N’wanghala na N’wampfundla”, the hare got fooled  
by the lioness after eating all the cubs. He ran into a hole and stayed there as he was running 
away from the lioness who wanted to kill him. The lioness decided to close the hole with some 
of her mane in order to scare the hare. Thereafter she left the scene. The hare remained in the 
hole for many days as he thought that the lioness was still there. He was saved by the rain, which 
swept the mane inside the hole. It was then that he realized that it was not the lioness. By then 
the hare was almost dying of hunger.  
 
Canonici (1996:94) maintains that in the folktales “…the tricksters are presented either as 
reacting to a threat posed by a powerful opponent or experiencing some other need (e.g. hunger) 
and looking for opportunities to satisfy it. He offers a kind of contract, which sounds beneficial 
to his intended victim: he may respond to the need of the dupe”. An example of a folktale for this 
is “N’wanghala na N’wampfundla”. The lioness had to go and hunt for food. She made 
friendship with the hare and asked the hare to look after her six cubs. The hare agreed. He 
pretended to be a caring blood relative of the lioness and always addressed her as “ Kokwani” 
(grandmother).  
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 The hare presented himself as a humble servant but fraudulently broke the agreement; while 
creating the illusion that, he was adhering to the agreement by some form of deception and 
substitution. The hare killed and ate a cub everyday and when the lioness came back with the 
meat, the hare disregarded the instruction that he must eat only the lean meat and give the fatty 
meat to the cubs. The hare was greedy. When asked to show the cubs to their mother by picking 
them up one by one, so that she can see them and count them, the hare cheated by showing the 
some cub(s) repeatedly, for the mother not to see that some were missing. The hare was 
deceiving the lioness. When all the cubs were eaten up, the hare decided to scratch himself all 
over his body. He did not seem to mind about the pain he inflicted on the lioness. 
 
4.5.1.1.2 Unsuccessful Tricksters 
These are characters possessing some deviant characteristics or qualities when compared to other 
animals or human beings. With human beings you may find that they have some deformity on 
their physical structures such as a large tooth, knee, etc and a very high sense of smell, hearing or 
sight. With animals you may find that they have a very ugly physical appearance. For instance, 
ugly spots in the case of the hyena or they may have an abnormal appetite which may lead them 
into eating anything they come across including human flesh. 
 
In Xitsonga we have, “makhema” (ogres) which are characters with some physical deformity e.g. 
one leg, one big tooth, a big knee, etc. They have a high sense of smell, hearing and sight. We 
speak of monsters, ogres, cannibals, etc. as characters being referred to as unsuccessful tricksters. 
With their high sense of smell, they can smell their prey from very far away; with their strong 
sense of sight they can see their prey even in the darkest night. They usually have high speed. All 
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 these help them to attack their prey unexpectedly. They eat both human’s (especially youngsters) 
and animal’s flesh. They can swallow the whole community and its domestic animals. 
 
Female ogres or ogresses are dominant among the “makhema”. Ogres usually display false 
friends towards travellers with an understanding and kind word before abducting them with an 
aim of killing and eating them. When these ogres are killed and their knees or stomachs 
(depending on the swollen part) are dissected, the things inside come out alive.  
 
In the folktale “Vhimba-mukhwama” in Mintsheketo (p31) for instance, the monster and 
cannibal Vhimba-mukhwana abducted the little girl, Matilayi, with an aim of killing and eating 
her. He was unsuccessful because Matilayi’s mother after recognizing her daughter’s voice while 
singing as a minstrel, she thought of saving her daughter’s life. Vhimba-mukhwama was given a 
lot of traditional beer to drink and Matilayi was rescued. Her mother put in all kinds of 
dangerous insects in the bag. The drunken Vhimba-mukhwama took the bag home. He got into 
his hut when he reached home and closed the door, then opened the bag. All the insects inside 
the bag bit him to death. His mission was never accomplished.  
 
N’wambilu-Makokorho is another typical of an unsuccessful trickster. The character is usually 
ugly and usually appears at crossroads, river fords, in thick forests, etc, and claims the identities 
of its victims, which are usually young girls. This character usually entices its victims forcing 
them to exchange places, putting on their clothes and the victims are transformed into slaves. At 
the end, the rightful person is recognized usually by the family members and N’wambilu 
Makokorho is killed. An example of the tale with this character is “Hosi Nyegani” in 
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 Mintsheketo (p110). After the death of her mother, Munghobozi took her sibling to her 
grandparents. On her way, she met N’wambilu Makokorho who cheated her and took her rightful 
place at her grandparents’. N’wambilu Makokorho went to an extent of killing Munghobozi’s 
children. Her cruel actions were only stopped by some of the relatives after a long struggle and 
Munghobozi regained her position as the rightful grandchild. 
 
Unsuccessful tricksters are very cruel and some of them especially the ogres live in the bush, in 
caves, in thick forests, etc. In the folktale “Marimakule” in Mintsheketo (p1) the ogres lived in a 
cave. Dogs usually assist human beings in destroying ogres. In the folktale, “Keketsu” in 
Mintsheketo (p9) the boy was assisted by his two trustworthy dogs, which killed the old ogress. 
 
4.5.1.1.3 Occasional Tricksters 
These characters make use of tricks when circumstances require them to do so, especially when 
they are in trouble. The characters are both humans and animals. In the folktale, “Marima-kule” 
in Mintsheketo (p5) the man used a concoction of medicine to trick and kill the ogres. He 
carefully went through his plan of killing the ogres and was successful in outwitting them. 
 
Human characters usually become occasional tricksters when they are faced with great 
difficulties because human society does not condone tricksters. Anybody who decides to trick or 
outwit other people, is expected to face the wrath of his community or some kind of punishment. 
The animal society seems to have no problem with tricksters and this may be associated with 
their nature of survival of the fittest as some of the animals, especially carnivores, have to kill 
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 and eat other animals (especially herbivores and omnivores) for them to survive. It is therefore 
up to the animals to find ways of surviving and protecting themselves. 
 
4.5.1.2 Characters in Human Folktales 
Humans are the main characters in human tales. Animals and monsters also play important parts, 
for instance, in folktales about ogres and occasional tricksters. Characters are sometimes given 
names, which may be meaningless, for example, the character Makhuvele in the folktale “N’anga 
ya mamba” in Mintsheketo (p52) and the character Makhegu in the folktale “Ndhichi ya 
Madambi” in Mintsheketo (p16). Makhuvele is just a surname with no meaning and Makhegu is 
also an ordinary name without meaning. 
 
Sometimes the characters’ names may have meanings and even attributes. The meanings may 
give a clue concerning the role played by the character. N’wambilu Makokorho for instance, 
means a very cruel person with a deceitful heart. When looking into the narratives with a 
character named N’wambilu Makokorho, one can realise that all the actions of that character are 
horrible and ruthless and have a very short physical structure.  
 
In other cases, you may find that the characters are nameless and are sometimes referred to as 
“Xikhegudyana xin’wana” (a certain old woman), “mufana un’wana” (a certain boy) 
“Xikhegudyana xa nwala lowukulu eka khudzu ra voko ra xinene” (an old woman with a big nail 
on the thumb of her right hand) as in the folktale “Keketsu” in Mintsheketo (p9). 
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 Names may merely be taken from everyday names in current use and given to a character for 
ease of reference. Hosi  Nyengani, Hawani, Munghobozi and N’wa-Gezani in the folktale “Hosi 
Nyengani” in  Mintsheketo (p110) are all everyday names currently used among Tsonga/ 
Shangaan people. 
 
Some characters have names with meanings but no attributes for example in the folktale 
“Nyabangakhulu” in Mintsheketo (p88), Hlamalani means ‘be surprised’ and Malehisi means ‘ 
the one who makes it long’. Both these names, Hlamalani and Malehisi have meaning but no 
attributes. 
 
4.5.1.2.1 Human Characters Alone  
The characters’ social behaviour in human folktales reveal the good and the bad sides of life as it 
is experienced almost daily e.g. greed and gluttony, jealousy and stupidity, kindness, bravery etc. 
In the folktale, “Nyama ya Swisuti” the man lied to his wife about the buffalo meat he got from 
his in-laws because of greed. He did not want to share the buffalo leg with his wife meanwhile 
when they gave it to him they told him to eat it with his wife. His lies have cost him his marriage 
because his wife left him after discovering the truth from her parents.  
 
4.5.1.2.2 Human Beings with Animal Characters 
Both wild and domestic animals can be used as characters for example the hare (Mpfundla), the 
dog (Mbyana), the lion (Nghala), the cock (Nkuku) etc.  
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 Domestic animals such as dogs, doves, cocks and cats may appear as servants of man and as 
positive mediators. Dogs are also helpful to man in fighting against the ogres as it can be noted 
in the folktale “Keketsu” in Mintsheketo (p9) in which the boy was saved by his two dogs which 
killed the ogres. Dogs can sometimes be used as a reward symbolizing disgust or insult to a 
person who has failed to represent himself or herself properly. Makhegu for instance in the 
folktale “Ndhichi ya Madambi” in Mintsheketo (p16) was rewarded with a pack of dogs because 
she was cruel and ill-mannered towards the old woman and her frog- children.   
 
4.5.1.2.3 Human Beings with Fantastic Elements 
The characters which act as fantastic elements are usually the man-eating monsters (cannibals), 
dragons, rivers, stones, the wind, etc. The monsters and dragons are usually of massive size, 
which makes it difficult for an ordinary person to understand and to associate them with his 
ordinary world of experience. Ogres (Makhema) also feature as having supernatural powers. 
Humans who are usually portrayed as heros or heroines are usually also given magic powers.  
 
In the folktale “Keketsu” in Mintsheketo (p9) the boy started singing very loudly calling upon 
his two dogs Tingatinga and Tingarili, which he had left at home. He was very far away from 
home, but the dogs managed to hear his call and they came to his rescue. After the two dogs have 
killed the old woman, the boy cut a stick, hit the ten dogs, and told them to wake up.  
“Pfukani! Pfukani 
Mi etlelele yini nhlikanhi?” Mintsheketo  (1990:15) 
(Wake up! Wake up 
why are you sleeping at midday?) 
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 They indeed woke up. He then extracted the old woman’s big tooth and cut opened its big 
swollen knee. Out came a large herd of fat cattle with a white one amongst them. He then drove 
them home. To the audience/ listeners or readers it may be difficult to understand the issue of the 
knee with a large herd of cattle in it. Another thing is the waking up of the dogs, which are 
believed to be dead by just beating them with a stick. 
 
4.5.2 Characters in Xitsonga Myths 
The principal characters are mostly non-humans, possibly divine. They interact with humans, 
animals, and other natural forces. In etiological myths, an attempt is made to explain why things 
are, as they appear to be through a story, for example, the origin of things or laws and customs.  
 
“Mivala ya Mhisi ni ya Yinghwe yi huma kwihi xana?” in Vulombe bya Mintsheketo (p3) is an 
example of a myth story. The characters in this story are both humans and animals (the tortoise 
being the main character). It is alleged that one day there was veld-fire and until now it is not 
known who started the fire. The tortoise (Mfutsu) could not run as fast as the other animals 
because of its heavy shell. The hyena (N’wamhisi) was one of those animals, which have failed 
to assist the tortoise. The leopard (N’wayinghwe) assisted the tortoise and was thereafter 
rewarded with beautiful spots for its kindness. The hyena felt that he also wanted the beautiful 
spots. He then went to the tortoise. He was instead given the ugly spots. The hyena has been 
portrayed as simpleton and a coward. The Leopard has been portrayed as a kind- hearted 
character. The tortoise has been portrayed as a slow, steady and wise character capable of 
outwitting the hyena. He also appears as an occasional trickster who has been able to avenge on 
the hyena’s actions. 
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 Another example is the myth “Tindleve ta Mbhongolo” in Xa mina i tinyeleti. This myth is about 
the size of the donkey’s ears. It is alleged that a long time ago the ears of the donkey 
(Mbhongolo) were not as big as they are today. Their growth started when the lion (N’wanghala) 
gathered many animals to give them names.  
 
He warned them that all animals were expected to remember their names on the following day or 
else those who shall have forgotten their names will be in trouble. On the following day, the 
donkey could not remember his name. The lion was very cross. He then pulled the donkey by its 
ears whilst reminding it its name and the donkey repeated its name after the lion. The lion pulled 
the donkey’s ears up to the length they are today.  
 
The lion has been portrayed as a leader with an authority to punish those who disobeyed him. 
The donkey on the other hand has been portrayed as a stupid who fails to remember very 
important information despite all the warnings given by the lion.  
 
4.5.3 Characters in Xitsonga Legends 
Although legends are scarce amongst Xitsonga speaking people, Freddy Rikhosto has recorded a 
few of them in his folktale book Xa mina i tinyeleti (1994). In my discussion of characterisation 
in legends, I will use two examples from the above-mentioned folktale book. The principal 
characters are both human and non-human (supernatural or preternal beings).  
 
The first example is “Banana”. In this legend, the main character is Banana Mboweni, who was 
nicknamed  “Makhwada” coming from the Northern Sotho Language “Makhwatla a pudi” 
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 meaning ‘the legs of a goat’. This man was a witch doctor who lived at Rigudzwe in the 
Muhlava village. Due to his magical powers, he could create things such as locusts, which would 
start hopping around; make money or even turn a human being into any creature such as a cat or 
anything he could think of. He could be stabbed with a spear in the stomach, but it could not 
pierce through. He could lie on his back and a mortar with ingredients could be placed on his 
stomach and someone would pound the ingredients with a pestle, and he would feel no pain. 
 
 He would tie a small Tsonga traditional garb around his waist and he and his wives would beat a 
special drum before performing his magic or miracle. He was a great traditional dancer. People 
would invite him to come and perform his magic at special events such as the commemoration of 
the late chief Muhlava II. At a place called Ofcolaco, they used to have race competitions for 
horses, donkeys, cars and bicycles at around 1938. These competitions were organised by a 
White People’s Club at Ofcolaco. Banana took part in a horse race, although he was riding a 
donkey. His donkey had a bell around its neck. His donkey got the first position. It is said that his 
donkey’s speed was like lightning. He died in 1989 and at that stage, he had moved to Gavaza 
village. Even after his death, people still talk about his magical powers.  
 
Another example of a legend is “Mufuwi wa tinyoxi”. This legend is about Mr Xiverengi 
Johannes Malungana from Olifantshoek. He was a renowned witchdoctor. His village was called 
N’wabasisi. He kept and bred bees, which it is alleged that they belonged to his ancestors in a 
“Transvaal ebony, Jakkalsbessie hill-matome” tree. When a new rural settlement area was 
established and people were moved to this new settlement, Xiverengi refused to be moved. 
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 Police from Louis Trichardt were called in to assist the authorities to move this man, beating and 
arresting him. He sent his bees to bite them. They ran away leaving their cars behind. 
 
People, who would engage in arguments with him, would be in trouble because he would send 
his bees to bite them. Xiverengi has spent the rest of his life in this area without changing his 
mind about moving to another area. He stayed there with his children and siblings. He died in 
1977 after an illness and was buried there. His younger brother, Magezi Malungana took over the 
responsibility of caring for the bees. He also performed magic with the bees like his brother. He 
then died in 1991 leaving the bees at N’wabasisi. 
 
When this legend was recorded, nobody had taken over the duty for caring for the bees yet Miss 
Vivian Malungana, Xiverengi’s daughter who worked at Giyani Nursing College is the one who 
related this legend to the writer, Freddy Rikhotso. She confirmed that the story behind the 
ancestral bees is true. She also mentioned that whenever she was about to get sick, a bee would 
bite her. Thereafter she would get well. The bee would bite her at Giyani Township, whilst the 
ancestral bees were at Olifantshoek.  The characters in this story are Xiverengi and his family as 
well as the ancestral bees.  
 
4.6 Conclusion 
From the above discussion, it is clear that each and every character in the prose narratives has an 
important role to play regardless of whether it appears at the beginning or at the end of the prose 
narrative. The fact that folktales are timeless and placeless allows the narrator to create his 
characters to suit his objectives for narrating such a folktale hence the creation of folktales with 
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 successful, unsuccessful and occasional tricksters using both human and animal characters 
portraying characteristics such as greed, disrespect for social norms, vengefulness etc. Myths, 
which are aimed basically at assisting us to understand and relate with nature, give room to the 
narrator to create characters using both humans and animals with success. Legends are a bit 
restrictive, as the characters, which may be humans or animals, must have lived at a certain point 
in time. The narrator is therefore restricted to the available information provided to him by either 
available source of information or eyewitnesses. 
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 CHAPTER 5 
 
CONCLUSION 
5.1 Summary of this research project 
From the above discussion, it has become clear that indeed for a narrator to come up with a good 
prose narrative, that narrator must be really creative when it comes to characterization. For this 
characterization to be realized the narrator needs the necessary skill and information on 
characterization. Summaries of the prose narratives have been provided in the English language. 
Their original Xitsonga versions are provided at the end of this study in the form of annexures. 
This will serve as a means of reference for the up coming narrators. 
 
We have noted that relevant knowledge of the different types of characters and the different 
kinds of characters is necessary. This will assist in the creation of characters, which will help in 
the structuring of the plot especially in folktales. These characters will then be allocated 
appropriate roles, which they are going to play in the narrative in order for the audience/ listeners 
or readers to be provided with the right message behind the narrative. 
 
It has again been indicated that the methods of portraying round characters in folktales play a 
vital role as these help us to have a direct association with the characters. The narrator becomes 
the key role player here, as he has to make sure that his performance represents the characters 
fully, especially through his dialogue and action. He can describe and even add movements and 
gestures to make sure that his audience/listeners follow exactly what is going on. Mimicry, for 
instance, also helps in imitating animals or even human beings such as ogres and cannibals. 
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 There has been focus on certain characters, which appear repeatedly in different Xitsonga 
folktales. Such characters have in most cases displayed the same ways of thinking or reasoning, 
responding to situations, etc. It is up to the narrator to make sure that these characters reflect. It 
would be a bit ridiculous to find an ant portrayed as a king of all animals in the jungle as we are 
used to the lion being the king of the jungle. If this may happen, it may necessarily have to do 
with the theme of the narrative. Animals such as the lion, the elephant, the hare, and the tortoise 
have been singled out as some of the well-known characters in prose narratives. 
 
Another issue that has been addressed is the introduction of characters into the course of an 
action. Relevant information regarding the distribution of characters in the narratives has been 
provided. Although narratives may differ as far as the types and kinds of characters in them, the 
narrator will, with the help of the provided information be able to choose the characters he would 
like to have in his narrative with ease. 
 
The narrator will again be able to assign his character with the relevant attributes in order to 
perform their roles in the narrative. The narrator will know that a person does not just give any 
qualities that come to mind for the sake of characterization. Whatever attributes a person gives to 
their characters must be suitable for the role they are going to play in your narrative. These 
attributes must be suitable for the character itself. Although non-human characters such as 
animals, stones, vegetables, act and speak like human characters, they never lose their natural 
character. For instance, the tortoise is slow naturally and it is portrayed as a slow character in 
prose narratives. 
 
 87
 The supernatural powers possessed by some characters such as ogres, cannibals, etc. must be 
used in such a way that the plot and the theme of the story are not tempered with. We have noted 
that these supernatural powers can be used either positively (usually by successful tricksters and 
occasional tricksters), or negatively (by unsuccessful tricksters).  
 
In legends and myths, characters can use these supernatural powers as an expression of 
opposition or retaliation to threatening forces as we have noticed in tales such as "Keketsu" and 
"Mufuwi wa Tinyoxi". 
 
The narrator seems to be stuck with the techniques of creating characters. He has to know them 
in order to create convincing characters. Both the direct and the indirect methods become 
valuable tools if the narrator wants to create characters which are going to represent life as we 
know it or just send the intended message. Such characters must appear alive and must be able to 
represent real human beings with their good and bad qualities. 
 
Finally I have to indicate that the creation of characters in legends especially those characters in 
historical legends and legends of History of Civilization does not depend entirely on the narrator 
as this has to do with people who have indeed existed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 88
 5.2 Recommendations for future research 
This study was mostly concerned with characterisation in prose narratives, namely folktales, 
myths and legends. It did not touch on character analysis dealing especially with the question of 
conflict or situations where morals are questioned. 
 
I therefore suggest that scholars interested in prose narratives could do research that could look 
at the motives underlying human behaviour among the Tsonga/ Shangaan people. For instance, 
one could look deeply into one of the main functions of folklore which is education through 
approval or reprimand of behaviour. 
 
Canonici, (1996: 65) says that oral literature “is also meant to re-affirm and teach social values 
and serious philosophical concepts as guidelines to the realisation of a full social and intellectual 
life”. A study in this field could give answers as to what relationship exists between human 
behaviour as portrayed by characters in the prose narratives and the real human behaviour 
portrayed by human beings in real life situations. Again, such a study would contribute to the 
enrichment of the society spiritually as people would have a better understanding as to why some 
people behave in certain acceptable or unacceptable ways. 
 
Approaches which could be relevant for such a study would be the Psychoanalytical approach 
and the approach known as Mythological and Archetypal. Psychology tends to be experimental 
and diagnostic, and related to the biological sciences, whereas mythology tends to be speculative 
and philosophical and related to disciplines such as religion, cultural history, sociology and 
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 anthropology. The study of myths is aimed at an understanding of the mind and character of 
people meanwhile psychoanalysis tries to explain the individual’s personality. 
 
5.3 Concluding Remarks 
In order to make this study user friendly, some definitions of key concepts used in this study 
have been provided for better understanding of what is going on in this project. Some words 
have been provided in Xitsonga and in English for better understanding of their meanings. The 
use of some Xitsonga prose narratives in order to illustrate characterization has been aimed at 
assisting those up coming narrators to try and go through the information and the prose 
narratives provided in this study so that at the end of the day they can create their own prose 
narratives with suitable characters. 
 
I hope this study will serve as a guide to those people who are interested in the creation of prose 
narratives. 
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